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The aim of this research is to gain an understanding of the experiences and perceptions of 
workplace equality and diversity issues amongst digital leaders in higher education. The 
participants interviewed for this study are digital leaders working in universities in Scotland 
in 2019. The study provides a snapshot of data which has been interpreted to provide an 
understanding of the experiences and attitudes towards workplace equality, diversity and 
inclusion. It is the first study of its kind as it focuses on overlapping areas of leadership 
(diversity, digital and organisational) amongst digital leaders in higher education, a group 
rarely researched.  
The study highlights the issues of power and privilege which shape the experience of the 
participants. It takes an intersectional approach to understanding the diverse identity 
characteristics of digital leaders, recognising that people’s identities and social positions at 
work are shaped by multiple and interconnected factors, and the significance of these 
factors for leadership.  
 
 Digital leadership is an emerging area of leadership studies which is gaining popularity as 
organisations seek to ensure that their businesses are best positioned to thrive in an 
increasingly digital world. Diversity leadership is also an emerging discipline defined by 
combining diversity principles and leadership competencies for workplace development. 
 The data in this study indicate that digital leaders identify their own and organisational 
values as drivers for action around equality and diversity at work, and that these are 
negotiated and balanced in context and that that context includes policies, practice, 
leadership and risk. Digital leaders in this study consistently highlighted areas of personal, 
professional and reputational risks to themselves. Significantly they found that championing 
diversity could work against their leadership of digital thus undermining their leadership 
effectiveness.  Understanding these perceived risks, and the interplay of diversity and digital 
leadership is essential for moving forwards in developing digital and diversity leadership 
within organisations.  
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Figure 1 Graphic showing the relative frequency of  identity characteristics identified by digital 







1.1.  The purpose of this research  
 
The role of senior management in leading change in organisations is well understood 
(Kotter, 1996, 2007) and increasingly researchers and human resources (HR) practitioners in 
organisations now recognise  expertise in workplace equality, diversity and inclusion (EDI) as 
a significant area of valuable knowledge which contributes to the business advantage, 
makes visible organisational values and has a direct and significant positive impact on 
reputation(de Vries, 2015; Kelan & Wratil, 2018; Kellerman, O'Connor, & Rhode, 2007). 
Diversity leadership is an important emerging discipline defined by  combining diversity 
principles and leadership competencies for workplace development (Lewis & Surry, 2013). 
Digital leadership is an emerging area of leadership studies which is gaining popularity as 
organisations seek to ensure that their businesses are best positioned to thrive in an 
increasingly digital world (Bongiorno, Rizzo, & Vaia, 2018; J. Brett, 2019; Franco, 2019).  
Digital leadership combines the knowledge domains of both technical understanding and 
organisational leadership (Della Corte, Del Gaudio, & Sepe, 2019). Abatiello et al (2017) 
describe digital leaders as a new kind of leader and suggest that: 
 “The role that leaders play will continue to change, becoming even more digital-
focused and team-centric. A focus on organizational practice, including culture and 
organizational design, will become an ever-more important part of leadership 
development. Despite this more challenging environment, leaders will be asked to 
execute at a higher level—and ensure that their organizations do not lag behind in 
the digital transformation.”(Abatiello, Knight, Philpot, & Roy, 2017).  
The participants interviewed for this study are digital leaders working in universities in 
Scotland. The study provides a snapshot of data which have been interpreted to provide an 
understanding of the experiences and attitudes towards workplace equality, diversity and 
inclusion. Digital leaders in higher education are a group of professional staff who lead 
specifically in areas of the organisation where the use of technology is key to the strategic 
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delivery of higher education such as IT, AV, learning technology, student systems, business 
systems data and IT infrastructure.  Data were gathered from 11 digital leaders via semi-
structured interviews in their workplaces. Participants were asked about their own 
identities, motivations and perceptions of risks.  The data were analysed and interpreted 
using a feminist interpretative framework to give an understanding of their experiences. 
Recommendations arising from discussion of the findings are included as are areas 
highlighted for further research.   While professional staff are included in the published 
demographic data for the UK higher education sector (AdvanceHE, 2019a), they remain a 
much under-researched population who are now gaining attention (Abbot et al., 2018; 
Chitorelidze, 2017). With increased professionalisation amongst these staff, more now 
occupy senior level positions within universities such as vice principals, pro-vice chancellors 
etc; roles that were previously held only by senior academics (Szekeres, 2011). The 
knowledge and skills which this group have are essential to the success of their institutions, 
including that professional knowledge around the technology needed for success (Graham, 
2012). In universities these staff are interchangeably referred to as support staff, 
professional staff, administrators, para-academic and non-academic staff etc. (Bossu, 
Brown, & Warren, 2018a, 2018c) , and occupy a ‘third space’ in the university alongside 
academic staff and students (Stoltenkamp, van de Heyde, & Siebrits, 2017; Whitchurch, 
2018).  
Professional IT staff in higher education institutions are not a well-studied group but have 
the potential to play significant roles in business success as digital leaders (Oberer & 
Erkollar, 2018; Peladeau, Herzog, & Acker, 2017). The sector reports, where they exist, come 
from the professional associations which leaves a lacuna in academic research. In the most 
part, previous research into information professionals in universities in the UK has focussed 
primarily on those working in library–based roles e.g Hall and Raeside (2016). These 
populations are not entirely comparable; whereas women dominate the library professional 
workforce, the digital and IT sector is dominated by men. This makes it important to study 
the experiences of these groups of professional staff separately in relation to  EDI or 
structural inequality in the workplace. 
Universities provide an interesting context for research into leadership in diversity and 
digital leadership  because they are large, complex organisations in which both their 
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diversity and their digital stance play a role in both their business and their contribution to 
wider society. In many parts of the UK universities are one of the largest employers in the 
region and the priority given by their senior management to issues of equality, diversity and 
inclusion will be reflected in the policies and practices experienced by their workforce and 
students.  The Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development (CIPD)  provide support 
and advice to human resources professionals  working in organisations. They suggest that 
there are various sources of evidence which can be combined to improve strategic decision-
making around diversity and inclusion. These include : data from the organisation, research 
literature, professional expertise, and the views of key stakeholders (CIPD, 2019b).  
The aim of this research is to gain an understanding of the experiences and perceptions of 
workplace equality and diversity issues amongst digital leaders in higher education. It is the 
first study of its kind as it focuses on overlapping areas of leadership (diversity, digital and 
organisational) amongst digital leaders in higher education, a group rarely researched.  This 
study will be useful in providing insights which examine in detail the experiences of senior 
managers as key stakeholders in organisations against a broad backdrop of Scottish HE and 
IT.  The extent to which senior managers show support or align themselves with particular 
issues in the workplace is an essential part of their leadership. The choices managers make 
send important cues to their staff as to what is deemed important in their organisation 
(Dutton & Ashford, 1993).  An improved understanding of their experiences and values in 
doing this will inform future critical research of managers’ motivations, leadership and 
power in the context of workplace equality, diversity and inclusion. This study  will provide 
future researchers with a starting point from which to study diversity and digital leadership 
activities in similar organisations and other universities, colleges and schools. 
The majority of leadership studies in higher education literature focuses on the experiences 
and roles of academic staff (Becher, 2001; Bryman, 2007; Saunders & Sin, 2014) and  include 
discussions of equality and gender only in the context of academic leadership development 
(Bagilhole, 2002; Brink & Benschop, 2012; Hargrove & Mosley, 2015; Riegraf, 2010; Rubini & 
Menegatti, 2014) . Less is understood in practice for non-academic professional teams in the 
university setting and this has left a gap in diversity management research which directly 
tackle the historic and structural issues.  This study has relevance for practitioners and 
professional membership organisations such as UCISA (the professional membership 
 9 
organisation for IT leadership in universities in the UK), EDUCAUSE  (the professional 
membership organisation for IT leadership in universities in the USA) and ALT (the 
professional membership organisation for learning technologists in the UK) because it 
serves to provide insight into the challenges faced by members of  their stakeholder groups 
in championing EDI issues in their workplaces. Each of these professional organisations have 
made high profile commitments to supporting their membership in this work by providing 
reports and data on EDI issues. The findings, discussion and recommendations included in 
this study contribute to the data available to the sector. This work may also be of interest to 
Advance HE (the professional membership organisation for leadership in universities) and 
Universities HR (the professional membership organisation for HR leadership in universities) 
in relation to their work in developing leadership within universities and  to the Equality 
Challenge Unit which works to further and support equality and diversity for staff and 
students . 
Those who are working to develop the role of workplace champions to lead EDI initiatives 
will find the individual insights of this study useful as well as those interested in 
understanding the context of equality and diversity in the technology/digital sector in 
Scotland, or the sector more generally. This research will be important to the sector by 
providing a detailed investigation to understand how diversity leadership is perceived by 
digital leaders in higher education.  This study may also be of particular interest or 
usefulness to practitioners in university HR departments and to researchers working in 
universities who are interested in understanding how colleagues in professional roles relate 
to their larger university organisation when they think about leadership in equality, diversity 
and inclusion.  
The conclusions and findings of this research are described in such a way as to provide 
useful contribution to work in universities. Each of these organisations employ IT 
professionals and there is an urgent need for the leaders of these organisations across the 
sector to pay attention to the EDI issues which impact that group of staff.  The perennial 
challenge for organisational development professionals looking to manage diversity in their 
organisation is how to get senior managers involved (Kelan & Wratil, 2018) . In providing a 
snapshot of  experiences and perceptions, the findings of this study offer management level 
insights which may inform practice and provide a basis for further research. It may serve to 
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highlight structural issues of power and inequality which exist in the work context. Diversity 
management in the digital sector and higher education risks falling behind if it is slow to 
respond or support its digital leaders in this work. The findings of this study are a 
contribution to professional practice which may facilitate a speedier response to the 
equality and diversity issues which are becoming increasingly high profile in higher 
education and in wider society as we embark on the 2020s.  Beyond higher education the 
study findings may be or interest to  Equate Scotland who work to make a difference for 
women in science, engineering and technology and actively work to change cultures in 
organisations,  as well as for employers and researchers who are interested in leadership 
and organisational development in other sectors.  
To understand why some diversity leadership thrives and others flounder it is important to 
understand something of how those in leadership roles perceive the climate of diversity and 
inclusion in their workplaces (Wikina, 2011). Organisations themselves exist as a socially 
constructed places of work and the meanings and perception of those who are part of the 
organisation are useful knowledge in understanding them. In studying the perception and 
experiences of managers in practice, researchers can hope to provide senior managers with 
evidence and to give snapshot insights into the impact sector initiatives are having.   This 
may also present an opportunity for further work to explore how university IT departments 
might benefit from closer alignment between UCISA, Universities HR and Advance HE. Bossu 
et al suggest that it may be useful to compare the experience of professional staff in their 
industries inside and outside of universities (Bossu, Brown, & Warren, 2018b, p. 460)  and  
in order to understand the experience of digital leaders in higher education it may be useful 
to draw lessons from research into the wider IT professional workforce beyond HE. 
There is a growing body of research and industry reports looking at the lack of diversity in 
the digital sector and as employers of technology professionals, universities face the same 
challenges as other technology employers (Branson, 2018; British Computing Society, 2015; 
de Heredia, 2017; Equate Scotland, 2018; Government Executive, 2015).  Since workplace 
diversity programmes are expensive, often involving complex recruitment, outreach, 
mentoring, training and workplace support, research and evaluation studies help to improve 
leadership support for these programmes and identify areas for investment and more work.  
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Universities are public sector bodies and are  subject to the  Public Sector Equality Duty 
(PSED) which requires public authorities to ‘have due regard to the need to eliminate 
unlawful discrimination, advance equality of opportunity, and foster good relations between 
different people when carrying out their activities’(Fredman, 2011). In particular, institutions 
are required to publish a set of equality outcomes and to provide reports on progress every 
two years (Manfredi, Clayton-Hathway, & Cousens, 2019). Some UK universities have 
established ‘equality champions’ as formal roles amongst their senior management 
structures. The CIPD have identified that senior managers’ support is fundamental to 
effective equality, diversity and inclusion strategy and practices and see a particular role for 
them in advocating for change. The CIPD report notes that this could be ‘particularly 
powerful when they were from traditionally dominant organisational groups’ and that 
‘Senior leaders need to role-model inclusion and ‘walk the talk’; their behaviour sets the tone 
for what is expected in the workplace’ (CIPD, 2019b). 
This study adds to the existing body of research conducted by insider researchers in 
organisations which offer insights which can lead to improvement in workplace practices. 
Research studies which have emancipatory or empowerment aims can be used to bring 
positive change to the experiences of managers and staff in the workplace. In order to 
understand how managers can be supported in their diversity leadership approaches 
practitioners draw upon research which considers colleagues’ lived experience, identities 
and context. If this research is done well and the findings can be shared with practitioners in 
credible fora this, in turn, may lead to research-informed leadership and an improved 
experience for staff. 
The challenges of tackling structural inequalities (or recruitment) in the IT sector is not the 
direct focus of this study, but it serves to provide context for an increased interest in 
diversity and digital leadership within organisations. This research is timely because the 
technology industry in Scotland is striving to be transformed in its diversity with high profile 
initiatives to attract underrepresented groups and retain women particularly in the sector. 
Some structural inequality is clear, in 2018 women were only 16% of the IT specialists in the 
UK workforce. Representation of individuals from BAME ethnic groups amongst the IT 
professions across the UK varies from just 6% in the South West of England to 35% in 
London (British Computing Society, 2015, 2019).  In Scotland in 2018 only 18% of employees 
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in digital technologies are women (Equate Scotland, 2018; Jones, 2006).  Digital leaders who 
include in their leadership attention to diversity will play a key role in wider sector change. 
Urgent attention is required in this area to ensure that Scotland’s ‘Silicon Glen’ (Dance, 
1996) does not suffer the same challenges as California’s Silicon Valley, where companies 
struggle to defend their lack of diversity (Branson, 2018; Mundy, 2017). 
This research is situated in two overlapping sectors, the IT sector and the higher education 
sector. Demographic information about the diversity of the UK student population and the 
diversity of UK academic staff  (Higher Education Statistics Agency, 2018) provide the 
backdrop and context for the work of digital leaders in universities  because their work is to 
provide services directly to that population of service users (JISC, 2019).  In the search for 
new students, universities are increasingly motivated to attract a more diverse range of 
learners to their organisations and need digital  services which are designed for those 
groups (Donnelly & Evans, 2019; Harman, 2017; M. Shah & McKay, 2018). Studies which 
examine the EDI issues in academic departments provide insights into the challenges of 
recruiting and keeping black and minority ethnic (BAME) staff and women in the science, 
technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM) disciplines in universities (Donald , 
Harvey, & Mclean, 2011; Equality Challenge Unit, 2014; Ovseiko, Chapple, Edmunds, & 
Ziebland, 2017; Schmuck, 2017; Sikes & Potts, 2008) and professional support departments 
experience some of the same difficulty. Higher education is an international market, the 
most up to date findings from the USA may serve as a stark reminder that even there, where 
efforts for racial equality in the workforce are longstanding, very few universities have 
technology departments which reflect the diversity of their student body and that higher 
education in general lags behind in managing diversity in its workforce (Pomerantz, 2016.).  
 
1.2 Objectives  
In exploring diversity and digital leadership, this study aims to gain an understanding of 
experiences of workplace equality and diversity and inclusion which are useful for further 
work with leaders and managers in the technology departments of large organisations. 
The objectives of this research study are: 
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 To critically review the relevant literature which describes the kinds of attitudes 
towards diversity which may be found in management teams; and the business 
drivers which bring equality and inclusion initiatives within organisations to the fore 
as a necessity for digital leaders.   
 To analyse original data from digital leaders exploring their personal experiences and 
perceptions of risk which influence their motivations, choices and strategies to 
‘champion’ equality issues. 
 To contribute to the body of research relating to professional staff in universities and 
to provide evidence which is the basis for recommendations and conclusions in order 
to improve the situated policies and practices in HE IT workplaces or practice in the 
sector more generally. 
1.3 Structure  
This thesis is structured in chapters which reflect these objectives.  Chapter 2 provides a 
critical review the relevant literature which describes equality, diversity and inclusion (EDI) 
within organisations. The review includes literature which describes equality and diversity 
initiatives, the role of leadership champions, the kinds of attitudes which may be found in 
management teams, and the business drivers which priotitise diversity as a leadership 
consideration. This study is situated at the intersection of more than one academic 
discipline. This cross-disciplinarity means that it is useful to review management 
development literature which describes the kinds of attitudes towards diversity which may 
be found in management and leadership teams as well as the literature and reports which 
serve to describe the context and sector in which the study is situated. In addition to 
literature which supports management and leadership development, the relevant academic 
literature relating to the factors which determine the effectiveness of workplace EDI 
leadership is included.  The literature is presented under the broad themes of: equality, 
diversity and inclusion (EDI), managing diversity and HR practice, business drivers for EDI, 
workplace context, attention to power structures in the workplace, the Scottish higher 
education digital sector, digital leadership  in universities, managers as an identity group and  
experiences of leadership. 
Chapter 3 covers in depth the research method used in this study and the research 
philosophy which influenced the design of the study and data gathering, exploring in detail 
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the choice to do insider research to gather data and to use an intersectional feminist 
framework for design and analysis. Each of these choices arise directly from the real 
experience of the researcher as an insider, digital leader and intersectional feminist. This 
combination serves to make the research unique. In order to be credible and useful to the 
sector research findings are presented with rigour which addresses concerns about 
assumptions and unfounded interpretations. The process of achieving this by research 
design, particularly in the formation of interview questions and data analysis is described. 
 
In Chapter 4 the findings from original data gathered from participants exploring their 
personal experiences and perceptions of EDI leadership in their workplace is reported and 
presented alongside references to relevant literature where these serve to explain or shed 
light on how the data have been interpreted.  Quotations from the raw data have been 
included to demonstrate how interpretations of the data have been achieved and to 
illustrate findings. This is not unusual approach for qualitative studies such as this as 
reflections of the participants in their own voice brings a lived experience and credibility to 
the findings by ensuring that data interpretation remains close to the words said. The data 
are presented against themes arising in the data, several of which reflect the themes 
highlighted as arising from the review of previous literature including: motivations to 
champion issues, identity, openness to diversity, diversity culture and the importance of 
leadership, perceptions of business drivers,  and the risks of getting involved in diversity 
leadership. The experiences of the digital leaders in this study are highlighted to reflect the 
diversity of their own backgrounds and experiences, and the ways in which they view their 
leadership roles within their organisations in relation to EDI.  Particular attention is paid to 
data around managers’ perception of risk in relation to leadership in EDI in the workplace 
and this is described in relation to perceived personal, professional and business risks.  
Chapter 5 offers conclusions and recommendations which ensure that this study is useful in 
providing insights which examines in detail the experiences of managers against a broad 
backdrop of Scottish HE and IT, but recognises that it is only a first step.  The conclusions 
provide future researchers with a starting point from which to study equality and diversity 
activities in similar organisations and recommendations for practitioners who may wish to 
take this work forward.  Further research will in turn contribute to the evidence from which 
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top managers who understand the role and considerations of digital leadership may benefit. 
Top leaders face a considerable challenge in leadings their organisations for the future in a 
rapidly changing environment. 
 
2 Literature Review 
 
This chapter will discuss the relevant literature which has informed this study. It identifies 
prior research and gaps in existing scholarship. It also highlights some of the open questions 
left by recent research into the experience of professional staff in universities. 
2.1 Equality, diversity and inclusion (EDI) 
 
Moves towards diversity and inclusion are often framed as a moral imperative as seen in 
this quote from the UK Chartered Institute of Personnel Development (CIPD). 
“The moral case for building fairer and more inclusive labour markets and workplaces 
is indisputable: people matter, and organisations must ensure their people 
management approaches do not put any group at a disadvantage. Regardless of our 
identity or background, we all deserve the opportunity to develop our skills and 
talents to our full potential, work in a safe, supportive and inclusive environment, be 
fairly rewarded and recognised for our work and have a meaningful voice on matters 
that affect us.”(CIPD, 2018) 
The term ‘Equality, Diversity and Inclusion’ and the acronym ‘EDI’ have emerged in recent 
years in UK higher education institutions as an encompassing way of including a wider range 
of diverse groups in discussions and research around equality and diversity initiatives 
(AdvanceHE, 2019b). Exact definitions of equality, diversity and inclusion are not fixed.  
“Despite twenty-five years of debates and researches on how to devise efficient, 
effective and equitable ways to manage people's diversities in organizations, 
professionals and academics have produced neither a shared definition of diversity 
management nor a general accepted assessment on the outcomes that diversity 
management can deliver for organizations and persons” (Rossella, 2016).  
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It is helpful to have broad terms to aid discussion, but in many workplace contexts the terms 
remain elusive, much to the frustration of practitioners and evaluators. 
 ‘Eliminating the confusion and misunderstandings will assist organization leaders’ 
efforts to integrate diversity into organization and career development’ (Hughes, 
2015). 
 Definitions of ‘Equality’ widely agree that this work is concerned with ensuring that 
everybody is equally treated, has an equal opportunity, and is not discriminated against 
because of their characteristics. In the UK a number of specific characteristics are protected 
in law. These are: age, disability, gender reassignment, marriage and civil partnership, 
pregnancy and maternity, race, religion or belief, sex and sexual orientation. In some 
organisations, the word equity is used alongside or interchangeably with equality but it has 
a different meaning.  ‘Equity’ recognises that treating everyone equally doesn’t work when 
there is no level playing field, thus “An equity approach emphasises that everyone should 
not be treated the same, but according to their own needs”(CIPD, 2019b).  ‘Diversity’ refers 
to the fact that there are many and varied types of people who make up a group, and the 
importance of placing a positive value on those differences. ‘Diversity’ particularly as 
applied to workplaces holds many overlapping meanings and interpretations due to the 
many stakeholders and groups whom have claimed management understanding of it 
(Konrad, Prasad, Pringle, & Knowledge, 2006, p. 2). CIPD define inclusion as “the extent to 
which everyone at work, regardless of their background, identity or circumstance, feels 
valued, accepted and supported to succeed at work” and have carried out a review of UK 
workplace initiatives and research (CIPD, 2019a).  Inclusion may also relate to feeling 
included or welcome or part of something, having access to resources and job security, 
involvement in management groups, and ability to influence decision making process 
(Wikina, 2011)  
 
‘Diversity management’ has emerged as a specific area of HR and organisational 
development practice, and in some industries, a strategic imperative (Kalman & Frost, 2016; 
Mathews, 1998; Schwartz, 1992) or area of business advantage (S. Brett, 2006; Claretha 
Hughes, 2015; Richard & Miller, 2013a; A. Taylor, S. , James, & Murry, 2012) . ‘Managing 
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diversity’ as a phrase, brings with it the traditional notions of control leadership and power 
organisation within workplaces where authority is vested in senior management with the 
power to initiate or ignore diversity programmes as part of organisational development and 
change.  While definitions of ‘inclusion’ remain open and it is challenging to measure 
inclusiveness in organisations, each organisation tackles specific diversity issues it its 
own way, within its own context. A recent review  by the CIPD of evidence to support  
HR professionals reviews of organisational inclusion found that local interpretation is 
still widespread. 
“Workplace inclusion is defined in a variety of ways, and can be understood from an 
organisational and individual perspective”(CIPD, 2019a).  
So although some high level definitions exist it is clear that in order to understand equality 
and diversity as a lived experience, research must be done at local and organisational levels. 
Inclusion is also a challenging area to study as each researcher may be using different 
underlying theoretical concepts or philosophies and these may be drawn from a range 
of philosophical research positions, and a range of discipline backgrounds such as the 
study of moral and social relations, gender studies, leadership or from management 
studies which characterise diversity management within strategic business goals  
(Dahanayake, Rajendran, Selvarajah, & Ballantyne, 2018; T. A. Kirby, Kaiser, & Major, 
2015; Podsiadlowski & Astrid, 2014) . Each researcher will draw from their own 
subjective positionality in relation to the topic and these may or may not be made 
transparent in the published research. Dobusch (2014) describes inclusion as being 
situated amongst various discourses of social inclusion, social order, intergroup 
relations and organisational management: “the definition of an ‘inclusive organisation’ 
changes depending on the context as well as on its specific history of power relations, hence 
the relevant group identities” (Dobusch, 2014). This suggests that in order to bring change in 
organisations it is important to understand how leaders position themselves in relation to 
inclusion.  
 
Early workplace diversity initiatives were designed with a clear aim to address structural 
inequalities which disadvantaged particular groups of people, but that has changed over 
 18 
time. There have been changes in approach and direction which have taken turns in 
prominence and popularity.   Researchers continue to highlight the importance of 
understanding the difference between diversity management initiatives which focus on 
identity groups and those which dilute that distinction and aim to deliver inclusion of 
everyone (Konrad, Yang, & Maurer, 2016; Prasad, 2006). Linnehan & Konrad, (1999) make 
the important distinction between ‘diversity management’ activities which emphasise 
intergroup interaction and those celebrating individual differences.  Individual differences, 
they suggest are covered under mainstream and more traditional ‘organisational 
development’ and ‘learning and development’ initiatives to develop teams, group working 
etc.  Their article is important to this study in that it maps, the shift in diversity management 
rhetoric away from its original social justice mission to improve the work climate 
experienced by historically disadvantaged groups. Critical research emphasises the 
importance of recognising the power of groups and discussion of privilege, highlighting that 
the most difficult problems arising in the interactions between diverse groups are 
inequalities of power.   Intergroup power relationships are a fundamental issue for diversity 
programmes to address in the workplace and there are risks for programmes which fail to 
address these. Focussing only on the fact that individuals are diverse and different and bring 
different attitudes to the workplace fails to recognise the historical and structural issues of 
disadvantaged groups (Acker, 2006; Prasad, 2006, p. p9; Romani, Holck, & Risberg, 2019).  
Failure to understand and recognise past discrimination and oppression risks  ‘gender blind’ 
or ‘colour blind’ approaches and the problematic nature of this is explored by Prasad et al 
(2006) and brought up to date by Konrad (2018)  in her critical examination of the Trump 
Presidency  and by Opie and Roberts (2017) in relation to Black Lives Matter. Failure to 
combine that understanding of historical oppression in intersectional ways may risk hiding 
the disadvantaged experience of some groups inside the progress of others (Dye & Mills, 
2011). For example where Miller (2019) finds that although the ‘picture may be looking 
more positive overall, when we look in more granular detail at the characteristics of women 
progressing, we are not seeing women from a BAME background benefitting from the same 
pace of change as white women’(Miller, 2019, p. 266). Focussing on business cases or 
cultural rationales rather than historical or institutional ones can avoid tackling the 
important structural issues. Softening the language to minimise backlash responses can risk 
undermining the effectiveness of EDI initiatives and lead to disillusionment from the groups 
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they are most designed to help (Romani et al., 2019) as can be seen in the backlash against 
universities’ statements with regard to Black Lives Matter. Failure to acknowledge historical 
discriminations may also result in dissatisfaction or backlash from members of those groups 
as well as those in groups threatened by changes to the status quo (Bolumole, 2020; 
Contributors, 2020). 
2.2 Managing diversity and HR practice 
 
In the literature which supports and informs HR practice, diversity programmes are 
generally understood to be those HR and management practices which refer to differences 
that employees bring to the workplace by virtue of their age, race, gender, class, sexual 
orientation and seek to address those issues which arise from having an increasingly diverse 
workforce.  Seeking to have a more diverse workforce  may include processes such as 
diversity audits, workforce planning and positioning diversity as a top-level management or 
leadership function (Mathews, 1998). Diversity leadership and initiatives generally aim to 
increase the number of employees in the organisation from historically disadvantaged 
groups, empower that diverse workforce within the workplace to be fully involved and 
include those workers in every aspect of organisational life (Kossek, Lobel, & Brown, 2006b; 
Sabourin, 2017). Diversity management includes corporate initiatives designed to develop 
the recruitment and retention of workers belonging to diverse social identity groups 
(Konrad et al., 2006, p. 2) . Implicit in this is the assumption that efforts to realise the 
benefits of having a more diverse workforce will be beneficial to an organisation, whether 
that is in improving workplace relations, impacting work performance or meeting an 
external legislative agenda. Each of these may be of interest to leaders within their own 
organisations.   Dennissen, Benschop, and van Den Brink (2018) suggest that most research 
on diversity management practices focuses on effectiveness in terms of numerical outcomes 
of identity-based practices such as diversity training, mentoring programmes and networks 
and that  “many organizations retain their diversity management practices from the 
previous century without much reflection on how little progress has been made” (Dennissen 
et al., 2018, p. 221).  The success of these programmes relies on multiple factors and 
cultural contexts and can be progressed by collaborative efforts in practice and workplace 
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based research which can be made available to leaders hoping to gain an improved 
undersanding of diversity within their workplace. 
“Progress in both research and organizational practice will come through continuing 
collaborative efforts between researchers and managers as they design and evaluate 
new approaches to leveraging workforce diversity”.(Kochan et al., 2003, p. 19) 
The belief that having a more diverse workforce may bring better teamwork, more 
innovation and thus a more successful or competitive business is sometimes referred to as  
‘diversity advantage’ (Richard & Miller, 2013b), but this is not proven. Some studies report a 
positive link between team and organisational diversity and performance finding that 
diversity brings with it increased creativity, new viewpoints and better decision-making 
(Turban, Wu, & Zhang, 2019; Yang & Konrad, 2011) . Others find that the impact may be 
negative, finding that diversity brings increased conflict and makes for less-cohesive teams 
(Richard & Miller, 2013b). Kochan et al suggest that “the business case rhetoric has run its 
course” and that employers and researchers should focus on building organisational cultures 
and practices which “translate diversity into positive organizational, group, and individual 
results”(Kochan et al., 2003, p. 19) . Studies in the area continue to find that their findings 
are too limited to do anything other than suggest further research (Héroux & Fortin, 2017; 
Rock & Grant, 2016).  
 
Lewis highlights the lack of research which combines theories both of diversity and of 
leadership.   “There is a vast amount research on diversity and leadership within many 
disciplines. Research that links the two, however, is minimal” and suggests that 
organisations hoping to reach their full potential for the future must have effective ‘diversity 
leadership’ in place (Lewis & Surry, 2013). Olsen and Martins (2012) offer a reflection on 
power and evaluating managerial and organisational approaches to diversity management. 
They suggest that organisational approach is particularly important to study because it is 
within the control of the organisation more explicitly than external society-level factors. 
Amongst several definitions of diversity management, they focus on one which recognises 
culture in the organisation as a social construct shaped by norms and values related to 
diversity in the workplace and that this cultural context is shaped by other characteristics of 
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the workplace and the people in it. In terms of acculturation strategies the two strategies 
identified by Olsen are experienced very differently by the people and groups who are the 
‘subject’ of EDI. ‘Assimilation’ is often understood as the process by which minority groups 
become indistinguishable from the dominant group by conforming, over time, to the 
cultural norms.  ‘Integration’ on the other hand, is characterised by making additive changes 
to the existing culture which in turn transforms it.  Members of minority groups are often 
suspicious of calls for them to integrate which actually requires them to conform and 
assimilate, but mangers who are drawn from the majority group will often be keen that 
workers ‘fit in’ to existing structures with little disruption (Olsen and Martins, 2012).  
 
Workplace diversity programmes are operated alongside mainstream HR functions because 
it usually falls to HR professionals to use measurement and evaluation systems designed to 
discover how well the programmes are doing, assess return on investment and highlight 
areas for future improvement  to the business (Equality Challenge Unit, 2018; Mavin & 
Girling, 2000; Rosenfeld, 2003).   Providing an overview of workplace HR practices and 
diversity Kossek et al. (2006b) provide a mapping of the objectives of HR strategies against 
HR initiatives and offer indicators of achievement of objectives. These strategies for 
enhanced organisational effectiveness include a moral imperative to do the right thing; the 
enhancement of the organisations reputation and improved workforce satisfaction 
alongside reinforced business strategies; better service and marketing for a diverse 
customer base; and enhanced ability to innovate.  Although research has shown that the 
link between increased diversity and improved performance is not conclusive, UK policy and 
professional organisations continue to encourage and support employers to continue their 
efforts (Equate Scotland, 2018; Green, Bond, Miller, & Gifford 2018), leadership advice 
continues to promote the value of diverse teams (Rock & Grant, 2016) and researchers 
continue to attempt to evaluate those efforts. 
2.3 Business drivers for EDI 
 
Gaining senior level support is still considered key to the success of EDI initiatives (CIPD, 
2019b; Miller, 2019), and while some senior leaders will be persuaded to invest in these 
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areas by the strength of a moral argument, others will be persuaded by a pithy anecdote or 
an individuals’ moving story. Some may be persuaded only by data, others will be persuaded 
by a strong ‘business case’.  Practitioners and researchers aiming to make a difference must 
study and call upon a range of approaches. While at different times different discourses 
have dominated in prominence and popularity amongst EDI researchers and individual 
researchers may be committed to a particular philosophical standpoint, pragmatic EDI 
practitioners employ a range of strategies to use whichever combination of arguments they 
feel will be persuasive to the context or audience with which they are working (CIPD, 
2019b).   
 
A dominant discourse for HR practitioners working in corporate settings is about showing 
return on investment for the business imperative of improving the bottom line (Farifax, 
2005; E. L. Kirby & Harter, 2003; Schwartz, 1992). Litvin (2006, p. 75)  offers a critical 
discourse analysis of the managerial language enshrined in business cases used in 
organisations to justify investment being made in diversity management initiatives.  The 
results of diversity programmes are often described in relation to shifts in the demographic 
make-up of the workplace and have an emphasis on counting heads to show changes over 
time. Evaluations of business cases for diversity attempt to show improvements in the 
business outcomes  (S. Brett, 2006; Roberson, Richard, & Miller, 2013). Researchers 
attempting to evaluate business cases find that “the relationship between diversity and the 
bottom line is more complex than is implied by the popular rhetoric” (Kochan et al., 2003). 
Additionally, there may be risks to HR professionals in making promises of organisational 
gain as a result of diversity management. Stark (2016) warns that colleagues may undermine  
their  own credibility by making continued claims regarding return on investment from 
diversity  initiatives, when the impact is far from proven in terms of the bottom line. 
 
One of the largest studies of  the business case for diversity was carried out by Kochan et al 
(2003) exploring the impact of diversity leadership in big firms in the USA. They found few 
positive or negative direct effects on performance which could directly by attributed to 
diversity. They did discover however, aspects of organisational and group interactions which 
moderated the relationship between diversity and performance. While many diversity 
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programmes in workplaces focus largely on training for employees, Kochan et al conclude 
that  while training programmes are valuable,  more than training is needed (Kochan et al., 
2003) if real changes in culture are to occur. This finding is echoed in recent research which 
suggests that training in ‘unconscious bias’ which has been popular as a management 
intervention in recent years is not as effective as had been hoped by some (Atewologun, 
Cornish, & Tresh, 2018).  
 
 Studies of diversity advantage in business situate discussions of diversity advantage in a 
business competitive context  (S. Brett, 2006; Quinetta; Richard & Miller, 2013b). There are 
a few which aim to apply the same models to higher education (Bobe & Kober, 2015). The 
literature of ‘diversity advantage’ and ‘diversity business case bottom lines’ provide useful 
context for this study because in many cases universities have been reluctant to embrace 
the managerial language of business cases (Deem, 2007; Kossek et al., 2006b). This 
reluctance however, while it may still exist in academic departments, is fading in the 
professional service departments where decisions about investment and strategy are 
increasingly made on the basis of business case presentations and may disappear 
completely in university IT departments now that universities are suddenly forced to deliver 
courses online because of COVID 19 (Green et al., 2018; Joyce Lau, March 2020). Deem et al 
suggested in 2007 that we would see a shift in universities away from being seen as a 
‘community of scholars’ towards being ‘workplaces’. The reality for many colleagues 
working in universities in professional roles is that the university has always been for them a 
workplace, but that this workplace exists in parallel with the academic departments in the 
university (Abbot et al., 2018; Whitchurch, 2012). The HR practices which are tailored and 
pragmatic in dealing with the community of scholars and their ideas about the nature of 
knowledge work may not be the ones best suited to  professional services departments and 
more research is needed into the differentiated approaches university HR teams may take in 
supporting both academic and professional staff groups (Bossu et al., 2018a; Gander, 
Girardi, & Paull, 2019). Whilst universities may generally have been slow to embrace the 
language of business cases they have widely embraced the language of ‘widening 
participation’, which manifests as a business case for tackling historic structural inequalities 
in student demographics (M. Shah & McKay, 2018) . Universities undertake widening 
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participation activities and are set external benchmarks to address inequalities in the take-
up of higher education opportunities amongst different social groups (Donnelly & Evans, 
2019; Harman, 2017; M. Shah & McKay, 2018). The purpose behind strategic efforts within 
the sector and in government is to ensure that student bodies at universities reflect the 
diversity represented in wider society.  
2.4 Workplace context 
 
Diversity leadership in the workplace is socially situated and the organisation provides the 
specific environmental context in which such initiatives will succeed or fail to a lesser or 
greater extent. Kulik (2014) describes how varied and diverse an organisation’s own 
diversity practices might be. Organisations may choose to use different ‘bundles’ of 
activities such as unconscious bias training, recruitment initiatives, women’s development 
programmes, employee-mentoring programmes etc to meet their perceived objectives but 
another organisation with the same objective might try a different set of activities and one 
might use the same activities with a different specific objective. She suggests that ‘diversity 
practices’ is a useful term to reflect the organisation's diversity management programmes 
as they are experienced by managers and employees in the organisation and that these may 
not be experienced in the same way as they were intended. She gives the example of how 
an organisation might offer diversity training as part of a ‘diversity programme’, but line 
managers or leaders might fail to advertise the training or even discourage employees from 
participating – which would be an example of ‘diversity practice’(Kulik, 2014).  
 
Research which ignores the diversity aspect of workforce development risks treating people 
who are ‘workers’ as a homogenous group. Different groups of people may experience 
diversity practices differently.  Research into how workplaces are experienced differently by 
different groups of people can often be found from researchers who study race theory, 
gender theory (Bendl, Fleischmann, & Hofmann, 2009; J. C. Hearn, D, 2006; Zanoni & 
Janssens, 2004) and intersectionality and in popular management books which give advice 
on workplace behaviours (Meyerson, 2008; Sandberg, 2013; J. Williams, 2014) .  The two 
largest areas of research about equality and diversity in the workplace are those looking at 
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gender and the experiences of women in the workplace and those studies exploring race. In 
some cases, that research takes an intersectional approach by exploring the intersections of 
factors which combine to reinforce inequality such as the experiences of black women, or 
gay men (J. Hearn, 2014; Rodriguez, Holvino, Fletcher, & Nkomo, 2016). There is a 
considerable literature around gender in the workplace and a growing body of work around 
the intersections of gender and age, young and old (Ainsworth, Cutcher, Hardy, & Thomas, 
2014; Anderson, Baur, Griffith, & Buckley, 2017; Duncan & Loretto, 2004; Loretto, 
Vickerstaff, & White, 2009).   
 
Research which takes a critical intersectional approach to understanding diversity 
programmes and diversity practice shows that  many areas of management practice, 
including human resource management is rooted in structures of power (Ahonen, Tienari, 
Meriläinen, & Pullen, 2014; Townley, 1994; Zanoni & Janssens, 2004). The HR profession is 
not a diverse group in itself, and the management of diversity programmes, falling as it 
usually does to HR professionals can be seen as mostly run by white people (Shah, 2010) 
and may be seen to perpetuate aspects of  inequality where those are in the interests of the 
business financially. Dobbin, Kim, and Kalev (2011) found that  white women managers are 
most likely to be the internal advocates of diversity programmes  in their workplaces  
because they are most able to understand from experience the benefits which follow from 
such initiatives , so it is important to consider the demographics of management teams. 
Women’s history is full of examples of times where black and white women have been on 
different sides of a debate, unable to march together or unable to reconcile differences in 
order to become a true ‘sisterhood’(Bolt, 2004). Women’s history is also divided by class, 
pitting low-paid domestic staff against middle and upper-class women, and by sexuality, 
with gay and straight women having different priorities for social change (Dill, 1994; 
Ferguson, 2016). In 2020 university campuses are again seeing disruption when feminists 
are divided and protesting over sex-based rights and experiences of trans women 
(Fazackerley, 2018) and these contexts may serve to shape perceptions about group 
identities on campus. 
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The factors which predict which organisations will adopt diversity programmes is explored 
by Dobbin et al. (2011), they find that organisational culture is the strongest predictor, 
despite which industry the organisation is in. The factors which contribute to successful 
diversity initiatives describe the context within organisations are referred to by terms such 
as ‘openness to diversity’ ‘diversity mind-set’ ‘diversity attitudes’ and ‘pro-diversity beliefs’ 
(Härtel, 2004; Joshi & Roh, 2009; Olsen & Martins, 2012) .‘Openness to diversity’ is defined 
as putting an emphasis on pro-diversity beliefs and attitudes and refers specifically to  group 
members’ positive attention to dissimilarities (Lauring & Villesèche, 2017). The number of 
minority ethnic or female employees, particularly in leadership positions, is a commonly 
used measure of how successful an organisation's diversity efforts have been in addressing 
historical disadvantage in its structures (Branson, 2018; Equate Scotland, 2018; Kalman & 
Frost, 2016; Kelan & Wratil, 2018) . The measurements may be used to compare 
organisations against each other, or within organisations to identify differences in 
workplace experiences and cultures (Branson, 2018; Hildenbrand, 1997; Kelan & Wratil, 
2018). Comparison may also be made with nation or sector norm, or the extent to which the 
workplace (at all levels) reflects the diversity of the larger population group in the country. 
Organisations which wish to benefit from diversity should pay attention to numerical team 
composition and that this needs to be more than just an incidental few individuals.  In 
organisations where women are present, attention should be given to the distribution 
across ethnicity, age groups, seniority and across teams (Anderson et al., 2017; Lauring & 
Villesèche, 2017). 
2.5 Attention to power structures  
Critical researchers move research forward by challenging existing research and bringing 
viewpoints from different disciplines to bear to shine a light on established thinking.  There 
is a growing body of critical research literature which offers feminist approaches to studying 
universities and other similar organisations’, people and power structures (Deem, 2002, 
2007; Eggins, 2017; Christina Hughes, 2000; M. Shah & McKay, 2018; A. Thurlow, Mills, A. & 
Mills, J., 2006). This growing cannon serves to establish a body of robust published research 
and philosophical rigour to show that feminist approaches are appropriate for studying 
traditional workplace power structures which may need to be changed.  Feminist 
approaches are used in surfacing the experience of diverse groups whether that be singular 
focus ( e.g., gender, age, race, sexuality etc.) or taking an intersectional look at the many 
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factors which may combine to shape an individual’s experience of work and the workplace.  
Any new research into intersectional approaches to understanding EDI contributes to 
improving understanding.  
 “The theoretical implications of intersectionality for the practices of diversity 
management in organizations remain an uncharted terrain. This means that we lack 
knowledge on how the complexity of different identity categories, inequalities and 
their intersections impact diversity management practices”(Dennissen et al., 2018, p. 
220) 
Ahonen et al (2014) provided a critical review of diversity and diversity management from a 
standpoint on power and context questioning the extent to which most diversity research 
adequately addresses the issues of power dynamics which are specific to each contextual 
setting. They called for more critical research which has as its focus establishing meaning 
and analysing the political context rather than that more often found in traditional human 
resource management literature in which diversity is situated in the context of improving 
performance or meeting social equality legislation or policy. In workplaces power is usually 
located in hierarchical structures or in groups.  Digital leaders working in the IT units of 
universities have power to make decisions about the use of resources and so the make-up 
of management and senior management groups will have a considerable influence on the 
equality and diversity initiatives in any workplace and this will often be highly political (Sikes 
& Potts, 2008, p. 141). Kelan and Wratil (2018) highlight that the literature on traditional 
‘heroic leadership’ from men as leaders and managers is actively used to exclude women. 
 
Research into the impact of gender demographics in senior management teams is relevant  
to this study because  there are some indications that that there may be ‘tipping points’ or 
‘critical mass’  for the number of women on management boards (Konrad, Kramer, & Erkut, 
2008). The results of Konrad et al’s 2008 study show that corporations with three or more 
women on their boards benefit most from women’s presence and that adding more women 
to corporate boards is likely to be valuable.  Research into the impact having more women 
as senior managers has on diversity programmes in the workplace contributes to the 
ongoing understanding of managers experiences with regard to EDI leadership (de Vries, 
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2015; Eggins, 2017; Sandberg, 2013). The challenge for digital leadership remains, that there 
are relatively few women who are senior digital leaders, and those who are, may or may not 
choose to champion ‘diversity’ as well as ‘digital’ in the boardroom. 
 
Critical research into equality and diversity in the workplace requires an analysis of the 
language and discourse in which the approach is framed. A critical overview of the language 
of diversity in organisational studies is  offered by Jones (2006) describing how the  various 
post-structuralist and critical theorists have approached analysis of the study of workplace 
diversity  charting the move from issues of social justice towards business cases and the 
‘dual agenda’ of the ‘tempered radicals’ working within organisational power structures to 
achieve radical change in organisations by adopting non-threatening change practices and 
avoiding overt reference to notions of political positions and radical justice (  Meyerson & 
Scully, 1995) The move away from radical positions for social change may be made in the 
knowledge that such notions might attract a backlash which will be counter-productive to 
making the desired change. This backlash may come from a group who see an approach as 
not being delivered well, or from individuals and groups whose power is threatened 
(Wiggins-Romesburg & Githens, 2018) .  Wiggins-Romesburg and Githens highlight that 
research on diversity resistance is sparse in HR literature  and that  techniques for managing 
it are lacking and that where they do exist, they focus on tackling resistance lower down the 
ranks rather than at the top  where power resides (Wiggins-Romesburg & Githens, 2018). 
Jones (2006)  suggests that academic and theoretical texts can help practitioners to make 
sense of the contexts in which they find themselves and inform better thinking about the 
workplace programmes they develop, highlighting the fact that the politics of diversity may 
bring conflict between company and community loyalties.  They offer an example of how 
when diversity programmes work to benefit all, they treat the inequality of specific groups 
as a ‘residual technical problem’ rather than the result of  structural power relations which 
traditionally benefit white men in the workplace (Jones, 2006, p. 159). This critical overview 
is helpful for this study because it highlights the nuanced challenges and risks for pragmatic 
diversity champions and managers in practice in the workplace in aligning their rhetoric and 
agendas for best success in that they may be seen as complicit with the structures of power 
(Jones, 2006, p. 145) 
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2.6 Scottish higher education digital sector  
The industry context for this study is the overlapping sectors of higher education and the 
technology industry in Scotland.   As such, this research is situated at the intersection of two 
of Scotland’s largest and fastest growing industries.  The national context is important for 
the study of EDI in workplaces because the external policy and regulatory environment is 
different in each country.  
The national context is also a factor in determining the scale of the endeavour. Business and 
organisations may be under external pressure to have a staff demographic which represents 
wider society, so the numbers of black and minority ethnic (BAME) workers in the region 
will be an important contextual factor.   Industry context is also important, the numbers of 
women, individuals identifying as LGBT+ or people with disabilities working in a sector will 
be of interest to those concerned with inclusion, so it is useful to review the literature and 
reports which serve to describe the context and sector in which the study is situated and 
which shapes the culture of the organisations and experiences of the study participants. 
Joshi and Roh (2009) provide a meta analytical review of the role of context in work team 
diversity research which introduces industry  and occupation as one of the contextual 
variables. In their mapping of team diversity research identifies high-technology settings as 
having distinct features such as the high status positions of white men. Writing in 2009 they 
suggest that at a time when this sector is growing rapidly high technology workplaces may 
reflect an ‘unfriendly’ climate for women and minority ethnic employees (Joshi & Roh, 2009, 
p. 621).  
 
Scotland in itself provides a unique and characteristic background and context for this study 
and the sector literature which describes this is useful to set the scene. The language of 
business competitiveness and diversity has become linked in recent years as the drivers for 
change in Scotland have become part and parcel of the growing technology and digital 
sectors. Calls for the IT industry to diversify continue and a range of advice is offered to 
industry (Equate Scotland, 2018).  The Scottish higher education sector is vital to the 
Scottish economy only the energy, financial and business services sectors  contribute more 
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(AuditScotland, 2016). The challenge for those organisations hoping to diversify their 
workforce is stark. In Scotland in 2017 almost 95.6 percent of the population identified as 
white. The universities in Scotland, while having international reputations still struggle to 
attract diversity in their staffing. This brings with it diversity and inclusion management 
challenges. Across the UK black and ethnic minority staff are more likely to report a culture 
of bullying, racial stereotyping and micro-aggressions (Advance HE/Fook et al, 2019; Rollock 
2019). A report from the Scottish Government’s independent adviser on race equality in 
Scotland in 2017 recommended actions for those with the aim of working towards achieving 
the goal of parity in employment for minority ethnic communities in the workplace (The 
Scottish Government, 2017a). In both the higher education and IT sectors there are national 
and local pressures from policy organisations to increase diversity particularly to increase 
the numbers of  women in senior and STEM (science, technology, engineering and 
mathematics) roles (Skills Development Scotland, 2017, 2018; The Scottish Government, 
2017c). A push within organisations to attract a diverse workforce may mean that highly 
qualified female and minority jobseekers are likely to be in high demand in certain sectors 
(Avery, McKay, & Volpone, 2013) and women’s job choices may be more influenced by 
choices of child care, parental leave, flexible working or similar options  (Avery et al., 2013) 
so employers who offer visible support for inclusion will reap rewards in recruitment. In 
2018 Skills Development Scotland reported a positive increase (a rise of nearly 30%)  in 
women in the IT sector (Skills Development Scotland, 2018) this increase is a positive step 
forward, but the sector remains highly skewed and  this is of interest at government and  
industry level. 
 
The context for workplace diversity programmes is significantly shaped by the politics and 
history of different countries and to ignore these risks divorcing them from an 
understanding of power relations between groups. It is important to understand that 
research in one country will be shaped by an entirely different cultural context than 
another. Although HR professionals may be able to draw upon best practice ideas and 
attempt initiatives in broadly similar ways, generalising findings or finding objective proof of 
success is laden with difficulty for critical researchers. The historical and ongoing 
experiences and contexts of indigenous people for instance, and forced migration in 
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countries such as New Zealand, Australia and the USA provide a very different backdrop for 
diversity programmes in contrast to the cultural history of workers in Scotland. Although the 
literature describing workplace initiatives in these countries is useful for broad context it is 
hard to generalise into other, very different national contexts.  
 
2.6.1 Industry awards 
 
The interest in diversity in the Scottish digital sector in recent years can be seen by the 
appearance of industry awards. Business awards bring external recognition and validation to 
organisations’ visible efforts towards diversity framed in the language of inclusive growth, 
improved competitive performance and better targeted services. Organisations which 
promote diversity may benefit by being more attractive to women and ethnic minorities and 
those employers may be able to recruit from a larger talent pool.   Targeted trade sector  
and community events such as awards provide the opportunity for HR practitioners in 
organisations  to gain external acknowledgement and assessment of their organisational 
efforts and commitment to diversity (Kossek, Lobel, & Brown, 2006a, p. 55).  The 
proliferation of such awards in Scotland in the past few years creates a climate in which 
organisations compete to showcase themselves as diversity-aware recruiters and attractive 
employers for a range of groups (Glasgow Chamber of Commerce, 2018; Newlands, 2018) .   
While such awards may also be dismissed as window dressing (Vassilopoulou, 2017) or 
worse, validation of insidious work practices (T. A. Kirby et al., 2015), the investment being 
made by some large tech industry employers is undeniable and the rhetoric of diversity 
advantage is being used uncritically and prominently in this Scottish context.  
 
2.6.2 Political interventions 
The Scottish landscape also includes a number of non-profit organisations working directly 
alongside employers to promote the benefits of diversity in the workplace and high profile 
initiatives by the Scottish Government such as the establishment of an Advisory Council on 
Women and Girls in 2017 (The Scottish Government, 2017b).  Each of these initiatives result 
in published guidance and media coverage which shape the rhetoric and policy agendas, 
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practice and perception amongst employees and employers where they are known. Equate 
Scotland is one example this is, being an  organisation which provides advice and best 
practice guides to employers who are addressing equality and diversity in the STEM 
industries in Scotland (Equate Scotland, 2018). With specific emphasis on universities and 
colleges , the Scottish Funding Council for higher and further education are notable in 
including specific reference to intersectionality in their equality initiatives (Scottish Funding 
Council, 2017). The Scottish Government has included digital technology as one of the six 
key sectors in which Scotland has a ‘distinct competitive advantage’. The sector is clearly 
critical to creativity and progress across the world. With such low numbers of women in the 
sector and girls studying to be in the sector, this competitive advantage is at risk (Equate 
Scotland, 2018). In Scotland in 2018 only 18% of employees in digital technologies are 
women (Equate Scotland, 2018).  
 
One of the characteristics of the public sector ( and universities particularly) which may not 
play a particularly strong influence in other parts of the growing Scottish technology sector 
is the role of the labour unions who campaign for improved pay, pensions and workplace 
policies around parental leave, flexible working, child care etc. Universities are a highly 
unionised work places and the link between fair pay, workplace reward systems and policies 
and diversity (S. Brett, 2006) is both a subject for academic research and  shapes the context 
and climate in which this study is situated. Research around the gender pay gap nationally is 
well documented (Gordon, 2017; Meakin, 2018) in universities specifically (Bailey, Peetz, 
Strachan, Whitehouse, & Broadbent, 2016; Doucet, Smith, Durand, & Déom, 2012; Grove, 
2015; Meakin, 2018; Wright, 2018).  During the period in which this research study was 
being carried out the HE sector in Scotland experienced two periods of sustained industrial 
action over pay and pensions in 2018 and 2020. 
 
2.6.3 Athena SWAN 
 
There are high profile equality, diversity and inclusion initiatives in UK higher education and 
these shape the environment in which the professional staff in those organisations work so 
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are worth including in the literature review for this study.   Since 2005 higher education 
institutions have been encouraged to evidence their commitment to advancing the careers 
of women in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) employment by 
working towards the Athena SWAN Charter. Evaluations of Athena SWAN and the impact it 
has had on achieving structural change are available from researchers (Donald  et al., 2011; 
Ovseiko et al., 2017; Shankland, 2016) and from the Equality Challenge Unit and these are 
relevant context for this study.  Changes to institutional practice identified through 
involvement with Athena SWAN include efforts focused on promotion, supporting women 
returners, improved communication and the involvement of senior staff who are visible role 
models (Equality Challenge Unit, 2014).  Athena SWAN has achieved a high participation 
rate across HE institutions and is linked to the allocation of research funding at a national 
and institutional level. It is a high level sector wide policy initiative and reviews and 
perceptions of it are emotive and mixed (Harrison, 2018). Athena SWAN originally only 
looked at gender, and did not take a fully intersectional approach. Specific reference to 
intersectionality was added in 2015 (Equality Challenge Unit, 2015). The evaluations 
recognise that there are enduring structural issues and that delivering cultural change in 
higher education institutions is challenging. 
2.7 Digital Leadership in Higher Education 
The size and shape of IT departments in universities vary widely depending on the size of 
the university and the breadth of the services and projects which are being provided by the 
internal IT support department.   In the USA, an EDUCAUSE report shows that despite an 
increase in recent years women continue to be underrepresented in the higher education IT 
workforce (EDUCAUSE, 2018), and that the workforce is predominately white (Pomerantz, 
2016.).   In the UK the professional membership group for university IT departments and 
workers is the Universities and Colleges Information Services Association (UCISA). UCISA 
hold conferences and themes events and meetings to work across the sector and support 
their membership organisations in making the case to universities that investment in the 
staff who work in university IT is vital to business success. Digital leaders  “help the 
organization imagine the digital future, blur the internal and external boundaries in ways 
that assist the transformation, educate others, repurpose technical expertise, and use design 
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thinking methods to foster innovation”(Abatiello et al., 2017) and their skills are particularly 
needed in schools and universities (Sheninger, 2019).   
 “The IT department need to show and bring continual value, so digital strategy is 
spread more and more into other organisational areas – helping departments build 
their digital capabilities driven by business goals, while continually feeding these 
capabilities.”(JISC, 2019).   
The importance of digital leadership is seen starkly when universities  and schools face 
crises such as  the Corona virus pandemic in 2020 when huge swathes of the business of 
education shifted to online and remote working (Favale, Soro, Trevisan, Drago, & Mellia, 
2020; Martin et al., 2020).  
“UK universities currently invest some £1.3billion in their technology infrastructure 
every year – but it is the knowledge of the many expert practitioners employed across 
the sector that helps ensure maximum return in terms of improved operational 
efficiency and optimum support for learning and research. The depth of responsibility 
held by UCISA’s expert community, the capabilities required of us to keep pace with 
digital technology advances and the increasingly varied and complex interaction of 
information systems should not be underestimated. They are fundamental to the 
success of our universities and their students”.  (UCISA, 2018, p. 2) 
 
In February 2018 an attempt was made from within UCISA to gather data about gender 
equality in university IT teams and to understand what focus there was on gender equality. 
An email survey of 20 questions gained 126 responses from 53 institutions. The results are 
not formally published but have been presented at UCISA events in 2018 and influenced the 
decision to have a focus on gender equality at the UCISA leadership conference in 2019.  
While recognising the limitations and unscientific nature of the email survey study it serves 
to highlight the need for further research and practice to support equality and diversity in IT 
departments in higher education in the UK. The survey found that the majority of 
respondents were concerned about gender equality and diversity in the IT profession.  Many 
of the respondents indicated that they did not think that their institution had in place 
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policies to support gender equality and that in their workplace they could see that gender 
diversity was not widespread across teams, with project management and helpdesk teams 
having more women than other areas (Fraser-Krauss & Priestley, 2018).  
 
The UCISA survey, however informal, provided part of the inspiration for this research study 
because the researcher, as a digital leader working in a university IT department was one of 
those surveyed and to whom the results were made available. The findings from this survey 
have informed the need for this study and further, ongoing work to understand the 
experiences and perceptions of managers in university IT departments in relation to equality 
and diversity practice.  In the UCISA study about gender equality and diversity in the IT 
profession - 80% indicated ‘definitely’ or ‘probably yes’ they were concerned, 11% were ‘not 
concerned’. 48% of respondents said their institution did not have any policies in place to 
support and 57% reported that their IT departments did not have specific policies in place to 
support gender equality. The findings of this study will add new and useful information to 
the discussions which can happen within the UCISA community membership.  UCISA 
publications, conferences and events will be a key dissemination channel for this research, 
bringing it directly to other digital leaders in comparable roles.  
 
2.8 Managers as an identity group 
 
In looking to develop an understanding of the perceptions of managers in relation to EDI 
leadership in their workplace it is useful to review the existing literature about managers’ 
experiences and managers as an identity group. Studies such as Huy (2011)  and Saunders 
and Sin (2014)  have explored how managers as a group approach and influence strategy 
implementation.  Huy suggests that understanding managers’ experiences can help to 
explore the various causes of their support or opposition for organisational strategy and it is 
important to recognise that mangers have many different identities. Bossu et al highlight 
that in their research with professional staff in higher education they found: 
  “ a pervasive preoccupation with identity is in part reflective of the amorphous 
third space that [professional staff in higher education] identify with. It may also 
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relate to employment insecurity and the perpetual out-group status of working in 
the academy, without being of the academe”(Bossu et al., 2018b, p. 458).   
It will be a challenge for anyone leading a programme of organisational change to know 
which of these identities matters most to an individual at any given time or situation “the 
identities that matter most are likely to be the ones that are associated with emotions, 
positive or negative” (Huy, 2011).   Kossek and Zonia (1993) explored workplace diversity 
climate through the lens of intergroup theory.  They describe the distinction between 
identity groups (e.g. age, gender, race, class, ethnicity) and organisational groups (job 
function or place within organisational hierarchy). Intergroup theory is relevant to this study 
because while digital leaders are an organisational group and as members of the 
management group may be perceived as representative of that group by their staff, their 
own membership of one or more identity group will also influence how there are perceived 
or behave. Identity groups intersect with organisational groups and the socially constructed 
realities for individuals are shaped by both of these factors.    Diversity initiatives often aim 
to introduce or integrate members of different identity groups into organisational groups 
such as management, and IT management groups have traditionally been dominated by 
white men.  Men who are members of identity groups such as ethnic minority, LGBT+ or 
working class may find it hard to integrate into the most senior management groups if they 
have not historically been represented there before (J. Hearn, 2014; J. Hearn & Collinson, 
2006). Women will particularly experience challenges in fitting in to senior management and 
the extent to which minority members are expected to assimilate or whether the 
organisation should change to integrate them is an area of ongoing study in leadership and 
management studies (Kellerman et al., 2007; Kossek & Buzzanell, 2018; Kossek, Su, & Wu, 
2017). 
 
Digital leaders are part of a functional identity group – that of being leaders and managers 
with power and resources and also have their own identities which intersect with their 
membership of any other identity group, which makes them an interesting group to study 
from an intersectional point of view, particularly because of the shifts in power which EDI 
initiatives bring. Kossek and Zonia (Kossek & Zonia., 1993) suggest that “diversity climate will 
be influenced by the balance of power of intergroup relations and pertinent organisational 
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events in the larger system” and that the disruption of power relationships brought about by 
diversity initiatives is experienced differently by individuals and groups and can lead to 
conflict and competition for resources.     They explore how group membership variables 
moderate individuals’ attitudes towards diversity. While acknowledging the limitations of 
the study, particularly from misinterpretation of language used in the questions, they found 
contextual measures of gender heterogeneity did not explain attitudes to diversity as much 
as other group membership does. They find that employer efforts on diversity are most 
welcomed by women and ethnic minorities and that in the face of equality and diversity 
initiatives white men may exhibit ‘defensive routines’ to protect existing power structures 
which benefit them.  They warn that ‘conducting cosmetic diversity activities in an 
organisation that is overwhelmingly dominated by white males may, in fact, exacerbate 
negative intergroup processes such as hostility and splitting’(Kossek. & Zonia., 1993). This 
serves to highlight the need for research to investigate and understand the experience of 
managers’ perceptions of risk in relation to hostility they may encounter and the extent to 
which those risks impact their choices. 
 
The choice to align oneself or champion issues in the workplace is also a studied 
management behaviour.  De Vires (2015) notes that the term ‘champion’ has  come to 
describe a set of leadership behaviours  focussing on the role of managers  in relation to 
change agendas. She describes these as how those who have credibility and positional 
power can confer approval and behave in ways that actively promote a cause in their 
workplace.  Dutton and Ashford et al (Dutton & Ashford, 1993; Dutton, Ashford, O’ Neill, 
Hayes, & Wierba, 1997; Dutton, Ashford, Lawrence, & Miner-Rubino, 2002) writing in the 
context of strategic management describe how managers make their choices when they 
‘sell’ issues to more senior management around organisational strategies or change. These 
choices may be symbolic or instrumental, individually and organisationally and they draw 
upon theory of social problem solving, impression management, interpersonal power and 
influence. They identify middle managers- those just short of the very top of the 
organisation- as being an important and interesting group of people to be studied given 
their role in operationalising organisational development and suggest that top managers 
who are aware of the role and considerations of middle managers in issue selling may 
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benefit from this understanding of their organisations.   They focus on aspects of 
organisational culture and on the motivations and drivers which shape the likelihood that 
those middle managers will choose, or choose not to champion issues in the work place. 
They find that the extent to which more senior management are perceived as open to such 
issues influences those choices and describe the relative positions and influence of middle 
managers in an organisation, the considerations of competing issues and the signals which 
indicate the extent of management commitment.  This means that it is important to 
understand what cues managers see in their organisations and the ways they weigh up risks. 
 
In their later study  Dutton et al (2002) further explore and describe the contextual factors 
which may influence the choices managers make when deciding whether or not to 
champion gender equality programmes in their own workplace.  Their study focused on the 
assumption that individual decide what to do based on their own diagnosis of organisational 
context. They identify likelihood of success, image risk and political support as mediating 
factors in these choices. They  again highlight the importance of top management’s 
openness, awareness and empathy as signals that the organisational culture and context 
provided a positive environment for ‘selling’ diversity issues (Dutton et al., 2002). They find 
that changing the organisational culture towards one which seems, or is experienced as less 
exclusive will encourage raising of issues.  They warn however, that top management 
hoping to create a change in culture merely from their own personal openness will have a 
hard challenge as more structural and sustainable conditions are required (Dutton et al., 
2002).   The challenge for managers is to accurately make sense of the organisational culture 
around them and they find that with regard to diversity programmes organisational cues 
maybe ambiguous and managers may struggle to decipher meanings without clear and 
unambiguous signals from senior management. They note that newcomers must work even  
harder to interpret cultural cues as they have no access to shared history within the 
organisation and they may struggle to make sense of cues. This is supported by earlier work 
by Louis which finds that   ‘It may not be clear to the newcomer just what constitutes a cue, 
let alone what the cues refer to, which cues require response, or how to interpret and select 
responses to them ’(Louis, 1980, p. 230). This means it is important to know how long a 
manager has been part of a specific organisations when aiming to understand their 
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experience and choices, and that newer managers may need additional support to 
understand the EDI programmes in their new organisation even if they have been involved 
in similar initiatives elsewhere in the past. This is an important consideration for studying 
professional staff in universities as many may join universities because of their professional 
expertise rather than a background in the academy.  
 
2.9 Understanding of the experiences of leaders 
 
In approaching this study of the experiences of IT managers implementing diversity 
initiatives in university settings, it can be useful to understand the experiences of some of 
their peers: those manager-academics who work in academic departments (Szekeres & 
Heywood, 2018). These peers who work in the same organisation will experience different 
cultural contexts by virtue of the nature of academic life. Universities  are comprised of  a 
diverse set of organisations each with their own cultures and many sub cultures (Trowler, 
2014). Each university has both academic departments and functional support departments. 
It is rare for senior academic staff to be managers in professional service areas and vice 
versa, however the very top management teams of universities will comprise the most 
senior leadership from both (Bossu et al., 2018c). Managers in professional services work 
alongside academic peers in universities and may reflect on the seeming differences of the 
‘business’ in which they are engaged. Academics as managers can be seen as a specific  
functional identity group, and there are some relevant studies of academics as managers 
and the changing context which shape and change their careers such as Deem (2007) 
previously described . Deem’s small exploratory study focussed on feminist academic 
managers in higher education. These are people with an allegiance to raising equity issues in 
educational setting and were considered to be an under-researched group. Her study 
included women from social sciences and humanities and but found that  ‘science and 
technical disciplines tend to contain relatively few women’(Deem, 2002). Deem’s study is 
useful as a model of a study of managers in UK higher education in the context of diversity 
and also serves to highlight the scarcity of research into women in senior management roles 
in IT and other technical disciplines. Studies which have focused on management in higher 
education  such as  de Vries (2015, p. 25) are useful in highlighting the role that senior 
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managers can play in signalling the level of importance and commitment at institutional 
level, she argues that “organizational gender scholarship is critical to understanding the 
gendered nature of championing” and suggest that the ways in which ensuring that EDI  
interventions are well championed require men and women to  play complementary roles 
leading gender change (de Vries, 2015). 
Studies which explore the Scottish context are particularly useful such as Saunders and Sin 
(2014) who explore middle managers’ experience of policy implementation and mediation 
of Scottish Higher education enhancement themes. While emphasising middle managers’ 
pivotal role in the implementation of the plans and the experiences and critical role of 
middle management who work to implement the plans, operating in mediation between 
often conflicting institutional strategies and the concerns of work colleagues. Saunders and 
Sin (2014)  describe how “messages will undergo adaptation and be understood very 
differently according to the situated experience of each stake-holding group”. This is means 
that local implementation of EDI initiatives are locally interpreted and the lived experience 
in one part of the organisation may be quite different to another. 
 
2.10 Considerations of literature review  
 
This literature review has provided the context in which this study is situated.  In aiming to 
develop an understanding of the perceptions of digital leaders in higher education in 
Scotland in relation to equality, diversity and inclusion (EDI) literature which describes 
equality and diversity initiatives, the role of leadership champions has been reviewed 
alongside the literature describing the context for EDI initiatives within organisations. The 
critical review has included literature which describes the kinds of attitudes which may be 
found in management teams; and the business drivers which bring diversity to the fore as a 
leadership consideration. Understanding intergroup theory is important to understanding 
the experience of managers. The context setting for the study is key to ensuring that the 
research is useful and transferable to for practice so the non-academic literature and 
reports which serve to describe the importance of digital leadership and the diversity 
context in which the study is situated have been explored.  The themes which arise from 
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this critical literature review served to inform the design of the questions and approach to 
data gathering and analysis used in this study. 
 
 
3 Research Method 
 
In this chapter there will be discussion of the methods chosen for this study. The 
participants interviewed for this study are  all digital leaders working in higher education  
The study provides a snapshot of data which have been interpreted to provide an 
understanding of their attitudes towards workplace equality, diversity and inclusion. 
Carrying out research in one’s own area of work, or organisation is referred to as ‘insider 
research’(Sikes & Potts, 2008). Insider researchers often choose their project based on many 
years of practice in the subject area and bring a theoretical stance already informed by their 
own experience (Sikes & Potts, 2008, p. 129). Insider research can be helpful for developing 
and expanding the knowledge base in workplace practice and staff development by 
providing valuable data that are readily applicable to the setting (Asselin, 2003). Insider 
researchers  “walk the tightrope of  two distinct roles” being simultaneously both insider 
and researcher (Humphrey, 2007).    In this study data were gathered from 11 digital leaders 
via semi-structured interviews in their workplaces.  The participants are  peers of the 
researcher who also works as a digital leader in a university.  The researcher studying peers 
must be aware of pitfalls that can threaten the credibility or trustworthiness of their study 
as well as ongoing relationships with participants (J. Taylor, 2011). By building techniques 
into the study design and analysis, the researcher can avoid issues of bias associated with 
insider research and rather enhance the credibility of the study (Asselin, 2003; Atkins & 
Wallace, 2012). This is important for research practice because insider research is a growing 
area of practice, particularly in education and caring professions such as teaching, nursing 
and social work (Humphrey, 2013).  
The context of doing insider research in universities has been explored by Trowler (2014) 
who warns that  readers and researchers may equally carry assumptions about “what 
universities are like” (Trowler, 2014, p. 9) and that universities are a diverse set of 
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organisations each with their own cultures and many sub cultures within single institutions.  
Proponents of insider research argue for the development of the practitioner as researcher 
as a model of change agency:  
“The outcome is knowledge that heightens the members' awareness of what is 
occurring within their institutions and increases their motivation to effect change. 
Thus, the knowledge produced in this model is practical and effective in directing 
change” (Bensimon, Polkinghorne, Bauman, and Vallejo (2004, p. 108).  
The aim of this research is to develop an understanding of the perceptions digital leaders in 
relation to diversity leadership in their workplaces and to describe this in a way which 
provides useful contribution to the sector in moving forward.  
This study faced distinct but interlinked research challenges: the choice to do insider 
research to gather data,  the use of an intersectional feminist framework for design and 
analysis, and the need to be mindful of the risks, ethics and considerations associated with 
doing research into sensitive equality and diversity topics.  Each of these challenges arise 
directly from the real experience of the researcher as an insider, manager, and 
intersectional feminist involved in equality and diversity issues. This combination serves to 
make the research unique.  
The setting for this study is within the information services and IT departments of Scottish 
universities. The participants are all senior managers leading those departments. The 
researcher is also a senior manager in the IT department of a Scottish university and well 
known to all of the participants as a colleague and peer.   In order to be credible and useful 
to the sector research findings must be presented with rigour which addresses concerns 
about assumptions and unfounded interpretations.  This has been achieved by research 
design, particularly in the formation of interview questions and data analysis, and the use of 
a reflective journal for continuing professional development. 
This study explores the perceptions of intersectional diversity initiatives alongside the 
personal identity of managers who may self-identify with an identity group, e.g women who 
are senior managers and male managers who are working class or have primary parental 
responsibilities.  The experience of the digital leaders interviewed has been shaped by their 
own choices, understanding, motivations, values and constructions of knowledge, and their 
 43 
relationship or ‘buy in’ to management and policy initiatives will shape their decisions on 
whether to champion issues as described by Dutton et al (2002) .  It is clear from the 
literature that it is important to explore what contextual cues and mediators influence these 
managers’ decisions to sell diversity issues.   
 
3.1 Using a Feminist research philosophy 
 
The choice of an intersectional, feminist interpretivist research philosophy has shaped the 
choice of data collection methods in this study. A feminist theoretical perspective can 
examine management in an inclusive manner allowing diversity to be understood through 
approaches based in socially constructed understandings of gender, class and power 
relations and offering some epistemological and ontological tools through which to examine 
similar and different experiences of groups (Deem, 2002).  Feminist researchers’ historical 
discussions around standpoints, rigour and objectivity provide underpinnings for producing 
useful qualitative research which will convince senior managers that the findings are true 
enough to be acted upon and that use of exclusively qualitative data does not  prevent the 
findings being applied to wider policy (Deem, 2002). Feminist approaches to research, in 
common with many other, ‘emerging’ and critical social science methodologies continue to 
require robust defence.   Feminists continue to defend robustly  and compare their research 
against the established scientific methods, not in an attempt to do science in the same way, 
but in order to be ensure that their knowledge is understood as true and can be acted upon 
(Ramazanoglu, 2002, p. 41).  
 
Feminist theory is among the research paradigms described by Pringle and Booysen (2018) 
as one of the critical, radical or transformative paradigms appropriate for EDI research 
which takes a particular focus on inequality and power. They suggest that “Research is 
subjective and biased, and research methods cannot be value-free in their application 
because our own values will always impact upon our research processes. Objectivity in 
research is a myth” (Pringle, 2018, p. 28)  and encourage researchers to make their own 
positionality statement to clarify their relationship with the research process.  
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“making our own positionality explicit is not a limitation; it serves to inform our EDI 
research rather than to invalidate it as biased or contaminated by personal 
perspectives and social or political viewpoints”(Pringle, 2018, p. 29).   
Because of this, it is important to be open about one’s own ethics and axiology, ones morals 
and values and how those have been shaped. The process of this research has been an open 
one, with methods and motivations made clear to all via blog posts and shared information 
in workplace management presentations.  The researcher has made her own subjective 
positionality clear as an insider researcher. She is a digital leader who also chooses to 
champion workplace equality and diversity with an interest in improving practice and 
promoting inclusive workplaces. She is a white, straight, Jewish, middle-class, middle-aged 
feminist whose awareness of identity politics grew through the feminist movement in the 
UK and USA in the 1980s and 1990s.  
 
Feminist philosophy has at its heart a distinctive research ethic. The self-reflexive feminist 
research ethic pays attention to power, boundaries, relationships, situatedness of the 
researcher during use of whichever methodology she may choose (Ackerly, 2010). In the 
context of this study the researcher is very firmly situated in the workplace. The qualitative 
approach of any researcher is influenced by her underlying view of how the world works 
and ways of knowing, but also the reality of the context in which she is working. Feminist 
philosophies provide a reasonable starting point for the study of diversity issues in the 
workplace because many conventional diversity management practices remain influenced 
by a patriarchal approach to inclusion.  Thurlow et al (2006) suggest that feminism is an 
appropriate approach to the study of diversity in the workplace precisely because of its 
historical grounding and focus on ‘difference’ and ‘otherness’ and has much to offer 
because it is able to deal with intersectional issues of race, ethnicity class and age (A. 
Thurlow, Mills, & Mills, 2006).  The choice of qualitative methods was shaped by the 
researcher’s own ontological and epistemological preferences and the pragmatic context for 
change.  
“For feminist researchers the personal is political and the personal situation of the 
researcher can be seen in many small ways through her chosen methods, research 
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design, actions as an author linking her philosophy, approaches to data collection, 
open process and conclusions. Researchers who give clear accounts of their methods 
contribute to the ongoing establishment of a feminist research ethic rather than just 
drawing from it. (Ackerly, 2010, p. 164)  
 
3.2  Limitations 
 
In workplace studies like this there is a risk that there may be assumptions made about 
shared experiences. “Participants will likely bring a set of assumptions to a research project, 
such as a belief that researchers expect to hear certain answers or choose to omit 
information they perceive as common knowledge” (Equality Challenge Unit, 2017c) and this 
can bring biases on both sides. The researcher may misconstrue the participant’s answers 
and the participants may give answers which are influenced by their prior knowledge of and 
relationship to the researcher. The situation of the researcher brings challenges for the 
research and attention must be paid to the importance of attentiveness to  the positionality 
as a researcher and how involvement in the project might affect results (Equality Challenge 
Unit, 2017c).   In this case the researcher is a digital leader in higher education. She holds a 
senior position in an HE IT organisation and her own personal experience of a career path 
which has brought her to where she is now has shaped her approach to designing and 
carrying out this research. 
A risk often highlighted for insider researchers is that participants may disclose problems to 
an insider researcher in the hope that they will play the role of problem solver or that these 
will be subsequently passed on to more senior managers (Asselin, 2003; Humphrey, 2013).  
The benefits of being involved in this study for the participants will be that they will in the 
future be recipients of the research findings and find that their work environment, policies 
and practice may be improved as a result of this research. Several participants asked when 
and how the research would be shared back to be used in informing practice.  While there 
are potential risks to doing this kind of research Humphrey suggests that we should be risk-
aware rather than risk-averse because  insider research can achieve rich data from the 
communities of practitioners with whom we work (Humphrey, 2013) and the more that is 
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done, published and reviewed,  the more credibility will be established for this kind of 
research . It is important that  insider researchers reflect on the extent to which they are a 
researcher, as opposed to  a professional, in the workplace context and the extent to which 
any claims of objectivity can be made given that an insider will be naturally subjective about 
the context and people with whom they are working (Atkins & Wallace, 2012, p. 2).  
Insider researchers may have both a vested interest in promoting positive changes in the 
institution and in preserving their research project. It is clear that some of the participants in 
this project were keen to see tangible outputs of this study quickly.  Following the 
interviews, the researcher was asked for her own insights into developing hypotheses 
directly, ‘What are you finding so far?’, “what is your hypothesis?’. This is challenging for the 
researcher who does not want to share early hypothetical thinking which might change the 
current shared, assumed understanding of the way things are and why.  The insider 
researcher must take care not to undermine collegiality in case they are no longer trusted 
with information and reflections which are useful to understanding of findings.  This 
highlights the challenge for researchers who may be perceived as hiding or withholding 
findings from their peers who are impatient for results (Sikes & Potts, 2008, p. 128).  It can 
be a complex relationship to navigate with the need to be doubly aware of how the research 
process may be perceived “the double-consciousness of the insider who is now a researcher 
can be mirrored in the double-consciousness of other insiders who may wonder whether they 
are now objects of study for the researcher or even objects of scrutiny for other 
stakeholders” (Asselin, 2003). 
For research which is undertaken  with one’s peers it is hard to achieve the neutrality one 
might have as an outsider (Humphrey, 2013). An awareness of reflexivity, where one is able 
to acknowledge the affect they have on the phenomena they are studying is important.  
There are complex dynamics between researchers and participants in the workplace where 
researchers are part of the social world they study and these impact on discussions of 
research validity, bias and reliability. There will undoubtedly be issues in this research of 
emotion and personal subjectivity from the researcher in this case and it is important to be 
open and mindful about this in the write up and discussion. The design of this research has 
been informed by published ECU guidance specific to carrying out equality and diversity 
research in UK higher education settings (Advance HE, 2018; Equality Challenge Unit, 2017a, 
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2017b, 2017c, 2018) .  The design and feedback of the pilot study, transparency, iterative 
analysis and reflective practice have all been used to position the researcher in relation to 
findings (Greenbank, 2003). 
In order to understand individual experiences, motivations, values and choices and to 
explore the diversity of identity amongst the study participants, managers’ own identities, 
with regard to gender, age, ethnicity, parental status will be explored. An interpretivist 
research approach is well suited to understand the role of social actors, and provides the 
ontological positions to work with the kinds of knowledge needed to understand the 
experiences of these study participants.   They are men and women working within complex 
systems of power which draw upon culturally situated traditions of how the world works. 
Their individual understanding of their own experiences, biases and values, conscious or 
unconscious shape their approach to diversity issues and so a feminist research philosophy 
is well suited to unpick and understand these. The intersectionality of their own identities, 
with regard to gender, age, ethnicity, parental status may shape the way in which they 
approach and are perceived by others when discussing diversity, equity and equality of 
opportunity.  
This study is interpretivist with an additional layer brought by feminist philosophy which 
draws upon the researcher’s own relationship with the world, this work and this study in 
particular. Feminist epistemologies are not restricted to the study of women or studies by 
women. Feminist approaches require an element of reflection through which experience is 
processed to give insight. The participants in the study are themselves a group of individuals 
with varied backgrounds and management philosophies. They have reported their own lived 
experiences. The researcher’s interpretations of these experiences based on the data 
gathered will be used to draw forward understanding. The starting position for feminist 
research is not so far from traditional epistemologies; in that one must check for bias, and 
search for some kind of objectivity to understand an external world but rather than exclude 
value judgements, they should be  deliberately included to expand understanding and 
knowledge (Benton, 2011, p. 157).  This study employs both a feminist interpretive 
epistemology and interpretive ontology because the knowledge is relative, and context 
dependent.  The knowledge is created by contextual understanding and socially 
constructed. Researchers are unique persons and are influenced by their own values which 
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in turn influence the choices, domain and design of their studies as well as their 
explanations of them. The interpretations  are more or less informed rather than being 
more or less ‘true’ (Pringle, 2018, p. 25).   
Although all researchers risk bringing some of their own bias to their work, bias may be a 
particular risk for feminist researchers who take up questions  which are of interest to them 
personally (Ackerly, 2010, p. 122).   This is important in equality and diversity research which 
may raise emotional feelings. “If the researcher is doing research in an area that evokes a 
strong emotional feeling, it is important that the researcher acknowledge these feelings at 
the onset of data collection and analysis” (Asselin, 2003). Insider researchers must take time 
to step away from the data analysis and reflect on their own role as researcher.  In this 
study notes have been kept by the researcher on thoughts, feelings and responses as part of 
a continuing professional development journal and on a blog which has provided an 
opportunity to reflect and review on a regular basis. The situation of being a digital leader, 
manager and equality and diversity champion, doing research supported by her home 
organisation provides a clear context in which questions are being asked. It has been 
important to establish clear ground rules and context for the research. Appropriate 
information about the research process was provided, and consent obtained from all the 
participants prior to the data collection. The identity of research participants has been 
protected and data anonymised to be responsible and fair to participants.  From an 
intersectional perspective even with this small population group of managers steps have 
been taken to ensure a diversity amongst research participants, although this brought with 
it additional challenges for anonymising data (Equality Challenge Unit, 2017b). 
Since the purpose of the study is to understand individual meanings, motivations, values 
and social processes a positivist approach would not be appropriate for this research.  While 
good quantitative research in management studies and in organisational development 
contexts is possible and may be useful to influence policy makers who seem to prefer 
statistics (Spierings, 2012),  the workplace context being studied  here does not offer the 
kind of controlled environment in which to do the kind of experiments which a scientific or 
positivist research philosophy would require. This work is focused around understanding 
participants in their own unique context so the opportunity for, or benefits of using 
empirical methods for wider generalisation would be limited. 
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3.3 Anonymisation  
 
Anonymisation is a challenge for insider researchers at the best of times (Humphrey, 2013; 
Sikes & Potts, 2008) and may be particularly difficult particularly where the organisations or 
sectors are small, such as Scottish HE. Trowler (2014) notes that when insider research is 
being done, the institutional home of the researcher, which might be published as part of 
the research may contribute to the difficulty of anonymising the participants but to obscure 
the name and institution of the researcher would break an important principle of 
transparency in research. 
Anonymisation is a challenge for this research study because even after removing names 
and other identifying information, people might still be identified as individuals by people 
who know them personally or can infer from the context. For this reason participants were 
asked whether or not they consented to their responses including their gender, roles and 
institution (or some combination) being featured in resulting reports. All participants said 
that they would be happy to agree to that condition. While some studies would anonymise 
participants  by giving gender neutral  pseudonyms in the writing up of findings,  since 
gender is significant in this study the use of  gender-specific names is appropriate   (Atkins & 
Wallace, 2012, p. 5). 
 
3.4 Design decisions 
 
Ackerly and True (2010) encourage feminist researchers to consider how their own research 
fits into a wider portfolio of feminist research designs. They suggest that feminists do not 
look for gaps in the literature but rather seek to find connections across literatures, to build 
connections and new insights in an effort to change the world as well as to study it (Ackerly, 
2010, p. 127).   In this case the literature review above has highlighted a gap in research 
concerning professional IT staff in universities and this study aims to build connections 
between the sector reports which describe the real world challenges of diversity in the 
digital sector with the literature which aims to report on the experiences of  professional 
staff in higher education.  The literature review also highlighted a gap in leadership 
development literature which combines both diversity and digital knowledge domains.  The 
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literature which has informed the development of questions in this study includes the 
management development literature which describes the kinds of attitudes towards 
diversity which may be found in management teams; literature around intergroup theory 
and intersectionality; and the business drivers which highlight diversity as a management 
consideration.  This study can be seen as contributing to areas of emerging research which 
benefit from more published research to become established in that it contributes to the 
body of work done by insider-researchers, by feminist-researchers and by feminist-insider-
researchers.     
 
Following a feminist research ethic prompts reflection on the extent to which subject 
participants should have ‘ownership’ of the design on the study and its outputs (Ackerly, 
2010, p. 214). The Equality Challenge Unit in the UK suggest that including research 
participants in the research design  e.g. gathering their input on wording of questions and 
possible interpretations can bring in a richer, more diverse research perspective and that 
after the research data is gathered, it can be useful to consider the equality characteristics 
of participants as part of the  analysis (Equality Challenge Unit, 2017b). In this study the 
participants were not active in the design of the study beforehand but after the conclusion 
of the pilot study interview informal feedback was gathered from the interviewee on the 
design of the questions. The purpose of this feedback was to help the researcher know 
whether the questions were likely to be effective with additional participants in the full 
study. 
 
The study explores individual digital leaders’ attitudes to diversity in its local context and 
qualitative data has the potential to provide a richness to reveal complexity and truth of 
people lived experiences in their own social context. Interviews were used to discover the 
values, biases and pragmatic approaches managers bring to their own practice with an aim 
to provide evidence though which their experiences can be understood and examined.  The 
data collected in his study provides a snapshot of individuals’ lives at a specific moment in 
time as the basis for interpretation to inform wider thinking. The aim is to enable greater 
reflections within the organisation and potentially prompt the improvement of practice.  In 
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order to be credible and useful findings of the main study will be presented with rigour 
which will address concerns about assumptions in interpretations.   
 
3.5 Intersectional data  
Intersectional research attends not only to power and inequality but also to the multiple 
social categories to which people may belong simultaneously and how those different 
multiples may combine differently in differing contexts.  An intersectional approach requires 
that attention be paid to the multiple factors which shape individuals experiences of the 
workplace including their own gender, race, background etc. Despite being a common 
concept in feminist research  intersectionality remains at the margins in management and 
organisation studies which leaves a gap in exploring structures of inequality in organisations 
(Dennissen et al., 2018; Rodriguez et al., 2016)   Intersectionality  theory recognises that 
people’s identities and social positions are shaped by multiple factors such as their age, 
disability, ethnicity, gender, gender identity, religion and belief, sexual orientation and 
socioeconomic background and that each, or a combination of these contribute towards 
their unique experiences and perspectives (Crenshaw, 2017; Equality Challenge Unit, 2015; 
Hankivsky & Jordan-Zachery, 2019). Any new insights into  how the complexity of different 
identity categories, inequalities and their intersections impact diversity management 
practices will add to a small but growing body of intersectional studies of diversity 
management (Dennissen et al., 2018). 
 
3.6 Data collection  
 
Qualitative data collection methods were chosen because this study seeks to understand 
real-life lived experiences and the choice of face to face semi-structured interviews was 
appropriate to ensure that data was collected in close proximity to the situation rather than 
by survey, online or by phone.  To confirm the workplace relevance of the study, research 
interviews were carried out with participants in meeting rooms in their workplaces. Data 
collection methods which might have taken a more ‘ethnographic’ approach were 
considered but ethnography generally requires a longer period of immersion with the group 
being studied (Bleijenbergh, van Arensbergen, & Lansu, 2018) and would have brought a 
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high risk of confusion of the researcher’s role as an insider rather than a researcher.  
Another reason to avoid traditional ethnographic approaches in this case of insider research 
is that since the researcher is a member of the peer community it would be disruptive to the 
flow of everyday life, and possibly detrimental to the researchers own ability to do their ‘day 
job’ were she to have to remind people of her research remit at every encounter 
(Humphrey, 2013). 
Focus groups rather than individual interviews were also considered but this again was 
considered to carry more risk of confusion for participants because the researcher is also 
well known as a manager in this area and well recognised as having a personal and 
professional ongoing interest in EDI work. This approach was chosen as the best way to 
provide the best data to understand of the experiences of digital leaders. Managers in 
universities are generally familiar with the idea of work-based research, and this helps to 
mitigate the risk of confusion in roles. All members of the sample were told that their peers 
were being interviewed in a similar process. Questions were shared in advance and 
participants were encouraged to discuss the process with each other or with the researcher 
beforehand if wished. The participants were made aware of the different role in which this 
research is being conducted i.e. the researcher was carrying out this work in her role as a 
research student, and that that research studentship is being funded by her employer. 
Insider researchers must work hard to anticipate any mismatched expectations on the part 
of study participants when designing a study and gathering data.  Participants, as in any 
study need to know how data will be used and with whom the data will be shared, but 
additionally workplace colleagues were reassured that their decision to participate in the 
study or not has no link to ongoing work relationships or evaluations (Asselin, 2003). In line 
with UK General Data Protection Regulations (Voigt & Von dem Bussche, 2017) and research 
good practice (Oliver, 2010) participants were asked to provide their specific, voluntary, 
informed and unambiguous consent to provide data to the research. All participants in the 
study were given clear information about where and for how long their data will be stored 
and how data was going to be used.  
Asselin (2003) describes some the advantages from which an insider researcher may 
benefit. These include being already known in the sector meaning that access to participants 
was easily organised, there is a shared knowledge of university context and less time may 
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need to be spent developing rapport with interviewees.  These advantages have been 
realised in this study and have the added advantage of allowing more time to reflect on data 
and develop a better interpretation of findings.  It was not particularly difficult to organise 
the interviews and data gathering.  Presentations of the researcher's data interpretation at 
conferences and meetings gave opportunities for further comment by peers which fed into 
iterations of analysis. 
Researchers who chose to take an intersectional approach quickly bump into the ongoing 
debate over the relationship between demographic data and identity data (Atewologun & 
Mahalingam, 2018) .  Researchers often use demographic data to locate participants in the 
social structure- how old, what race, what sexuality etc.  This fails to recognise the 
perception individuals may have of themselves and the characteristics others may project 
onto the individual. The concept of identity as a set of meanings applied to oneself is 
common in intersectionality research. “Identity is a subjective phenomenon that influences 
how they think and act”(Hankivsky & Jordan-Zachery, 2019)  and is highly relevant to this 
study because identity groups overlap in the workplace with organisational groups.   
The design included asking participants whether they personally identified as a member of 
an identity group.  This approach is appropriate for a study of equality and diversity 
programmes in the workplace as the literature around intergroup theory and 
intersectionality suggest that individuals’ own identity may influence and shape their 
interest in work place diversity programmes (Kossek & Zonia., 1993).  A question was 
specifically designed to address this intersectional approach for this study.  Participants 
were encouraged to identify themselves in relation to more than one identity group. 
 ECU guidance warns that “equality and diversity research, which is centred on the 
experiences and perceptions of human beings, required particular ethical considerations to 
protect the dignity, rights and welfare of research participants” (Equality Challenge Unit, 
2017a).    In order to give participants choice as to whether or not to answer questions 
which might touch on personal issues, questions were sent to participants in advance and 
they were free to choose not to answer any which might cause them emotional distress.  
The distinction between identity groups (e.g. age, gender, race,  class, ethnicity) and 
organisational groups (job function or place within organisational hierarchy)  is relevant to 
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inform this study because while digital leaders may be seen by their staff as representative 
of the ‘management ‘ group, their own membership of one or more identity group (‘Women 
leaders’, ‘BAME staff’ etc) will also influence how there are perceived or behave.    Age data 
is included in this study because women are more likely than men to experience ageist 
attitudes concerning appearance or sexuality, (Duncan & Loretto, 2004) thus they are hit by  
a ‘double whammy’ from systems arising from patriarchy. Complexities of understanding 
the nature and patterns of age discriminations also have gender and class dimensions. 
Women age differently than men (Ainsworth et al., 2014) and are subject to socially 
constructed pressure to resist aging in the way that they look. The impact the experience of 
menopause might have on women when they are senior managers is still a largely under 
researched area.   
Intersectionality recognises that people’s identities and social positions are shaped by 
multiple factors such as their age, disability, ethnicity, gender, gender identity, religion and 
belief, sexual orientation and socioeconomic background and that each, or a combination of 
these contribute towards their unique experiences and perspectives (Equality Challenge 
Unit, 2017b). The questions in this study were designed to elicit responses which described 
their personal and lived experiences and are included in an appendix to this report. The 
questions in the interviews covered several themes arising from the literature review and 
were chosen to elicit information which could be compared and contrasted to earlier 
findings by other researchers. These questions were designed to understand the 
perceptions of these participants in areas directly linked to the factors which determine the 
success of EDI initiatives. Support of managers is critical in determining the effectiveness of 
diversity programmes and studies of attitudes provide useful insights into how personal 
reactions to organisational programmes may differ and the impact that may have. Managers 
are responsible  and have the power to decide how organisational resources such as training 
and career development are distributed to employees (Konrad & Linnehan, 1995).   
Participants were asked about their personal experiences in the following areas: 
 Their motivations to champion issues in the workplace- to understand the extent to 
which these individuals are motivated to champion change within their 
organisations. 
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 Their identity – to discover how and to what extent they identify as members of 
identity or professional groups 
 Their openness to diversity – to gauge their perception of workplace culture in 
relation to diversity and inclusion. 
 The culture of diversity in their workplace– to identify which, if any, policies and 
practices in their workplace shape the context for diversity and inclusion. 
 Their attitude to risk in this context – to explore their perceptions of risk to 
themselves and to others when championing equality and diversity issues. 
 The business drivers for diversity in their workplace – to explore to what factors 
make equality and diversity important to their business. 
 Broad sectoral context and external factors – to understand the extent to which their 
own attitudes to EDI are shaped by the wider environment outside of their industry. 
Organisational approach is particularly important to study because it is within the control of 
the organisation more explicitly than external society-level factors (Olsen & Martins, 2012).  
Participants are all are decision makers and have power to invest time and attention, so 
understanding the choices they make to do that are useful to give insights into the level of 
interest in championing issues at senior levels (Dutton et al., 2002) . Questions exploring 
management motivations and risk recognise that equality and diversity is an issue which 
carries with it risks and that managers will draw upon a number of contextual cues before 
deciding that it is ‘safe’ to raise equality issues at work. ‘Openness to diversity’ is defined as 
putting an emphasis on pro-diversity beliefs and attitudes and refers specifically to  group 
members’ positive attention to dissimilarities (Lauring & Villesèche, 2017). Diversity 
programmes in the workplace are socially situated and the organisation provides the 
specific environmental context in which such initiatives struggle or thrive. An organisation’s 
diversity approach will be defined and stated in diversity and value statements and 
underpinned by a set of HR policies and practices, codes of conduct and position diversity as 
a top-level management or leadership function (Mathews, 1998). This study offers a 
snapshot of a context which is informed by social factors and the political context.  It is clear 
from the literature review that organisational context is shaped by external factors and it is 
important to explore the extent to which the participant’s interest in equality and diversity 
might be shaped by current trends and high profile social issues. 
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3.6.1 Pilot study 
 
A pilot study was used to test the research instrument (semi-structured interviews) in order 
to identify and address issues prior to the main study and to ensure that the questions and 
the way in which they were asked resulted in the kind of information which is useful to the 
study. The pilot study served as a key step to improving the research process, and thus the 
likelihood of success of the main study (Persaud, 2012).  A critical appraisal of the methods 
and techniques employed in the pilot study was completed and this led to some small 
modifications in the approach to data collection for the full study. The modifications were 
made in response to feedback from a pilot study participant. An additional line was added 
to the interview script to ensure that what was being asked was not specifically about one’s 
own experience of discrimination but on their role and experience as managers. An 
additional reflection from pilot study participant was that questions relating to one’s own 
membership of identity groups was actually quite hard if you are not used to reflecting on or 
talking about your own membership of identity groups. It was agreed by the researcher and 
the pilot participant that having the different identity groups listed ‘gets you in the room’, 
and that it helps to have prompts to see what the range of equality and diversity groups 
might be.  This was reflected in the data in the full study  where several participants mused 
on the question of ‘identity’ and ‘identifying’ with the group categories offered, indicating 
that the understanding of demographic categories are socially constructed and lived identity 
is  complex for many people. 
 
3.7 Summary of respondents  
 
 The participants interviewed for this study are all head or director Level in Scottish HE IT 
organisations there is no line management link with the researcher. In their roles the 
participants have line management responsibility for resources and autonomy in the choices 
they make about use of those resources.  Participants were chosen and invited to be part of 
this study with a deliberate attempt to have a diverse a sample within the context. Although 
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there is no current published data about the gender spilt of higher education IT managers, it 
might be assumed that there are more men than women in these roles. For this study 
invitations were sent to an equal number of men and women and in the resulting sample 
women are probably overrepresented in relation to the sector norm.  All of the participants 
were already professionally known to the researcher. The primary objective for data 
collection was to record the subjective viewpoint of managers who shared their experiences 
and perceptions.  
11 interviews were completed; all were senior management in higher education IT in 
Scotland. Attention was paid to gender of the participants and whether they additionally 
identify themselves as part of any ethnic, LGBTQ, class or religious group. Participants are all 
broadly in the 40-60-year-old age group and have at least 10 years’ experience in middle or 
senior management. Six are women and five are men, six are parents and three are step-
parents.   All are white, two describe themselves as ‘white but not from here’. One 
identified as gay/bisexual and two others commented that ‘LGBT+ is a continuum’ while 
giving no specific sexuality identity information. Four alluded to religious 
upbringing/backgrounds, and two are or have been carers. Five identified as coming from a 
working class background, none identified as upper-class. In addition to a provided list of 
prompt words, participants were invited to suggest additional identity groupings which they 
felt would describe themselves. Working with a fixed set of demographic questions and 
asking participants to fit themselves into those can be uncomfortable (J. L. Hughes, Camden, 
& Yangchen, 2016). Additional identity or experience categories suggested by the 
participants included ‘dual national’, ‘menopausal’, ‘young mum’, ‘military background’, and 
‘having family members with disabilities who have shaped attitudes to equality and 
diversity’. Of the participants in this study, more than half were parents of daughters.  
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FIGURE 1 GRAPHIC SHOWING THE RELATIVE FREQUENCY OF  IDENTITY CHARACTERISTICS IDENTIFIED BY DIGITAL 
LEADERS IN THIS STUDY 
Nine of the respondents were ‘multi-functional’ IT managers, having a range of 
responsibilities across their own organisational units including responsibility for HR issues 
and financial management. Two interviewees can be described as ‘functional’ heads, having 
direct leadership responsibility only for one functional area such as IT HR or  IT finance.  
Including one HR professional at an organisational level ensured that professional, 
managerial HR viewpoints are included in the sample data. The distinction between these 
two types of managers is important  because in the context of ‘issue selling’ these two 
different types of managers may take different approaches to the decisions they make as a 
result of their domain responsibility and perceived power and influence  (Dutton & Ashford, 
1993, pp. 398,408).  
Since equality and diversity leadership aims to bring about change in an organisation over a 
period of time, attention was also paid to the length of time these managers have been part 
of their particular organisation and their experience of other similar organisations should 
they choose to share this information.  Five of the participants have been in their current 
organisation less than five years. Four have joined from outside of higher education. This is 
relevant because the language and discourse of different industries may be different.  
Blommaert (2005, p. 2) proposes that a fundamental principle of discourse analysis is being 
aware that language operates differently in different environments and although this study 
is not engaging in discourse analysis this is relevant to an interpretative approach because 
language and meanings of words which may be commonly understood in business sectors 
may jar to the ear of a researcher who has always worked in universities. 
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3.8 Data analysis  
 
All questions were answered by all participants and analysis of the responses showed that 
the content offers a set of rich and descriptive data which is situated in a real context and 
has a ring of truth about it which provided good opportunity for analysis and coding. 
Because of the intersectional approach taken with this research, a story-based approach 
where accounts of each person were written separately was considered as it would preserve 
their uniqueness and show how multiple factors combine to shape their answers, but this 
would too clearly compromise their anonymity in such a small sample. So comparisons 
between interviews seemed the best approach. Data was organised against each person and 
their answers to all of the questions and by each question in order to analyse answers to the 
same question by different people.  The first analysis of the raw data from the interview 
transcripts lead to the identification of overarching themes that captured the experiences 
and attitudes described by participants in the study. The data was read looking for patterns 
and similarities and differences in participants’ responses, requiring a balance of looking 
across the data while also maintaining a focus on individual stories. 
This thematic analysis began a search for themes that seem to be important to the 
description of the experience in the responses.  Because each of the questions arose from 
themes within the literature review the data were transcribed and coded against themes 
which are indicated in the literature and additionally themes arising from the data itself.  
The data represent the subjective experience within what both the participants, and the 
researcher might consider to be ‘common-sense’ and ‘daily life’.  Themes arising from the 
literature which shaped the questions were helpful in providing a steer as to what has been 
discovered and seen to be important by researchers in the past in order to ascertain 
whether the same or similar data appeared here. A feminist standpoint enabled the 
researcher to ascribe meaning to a situation by paying attention to power structures which 
exist in the workplace. It is the subjective meaning of experience that is the basis for 
interpretation in this study. 
The interview questions were designed to discover the values, biases and pragmatic 
approaches managers bring to their own practice.   The responses were transcribed by the 
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researcher and analysis was done to establish a set of codes through which to analyse the 
data.   There is always a need to ensure that there is transparency and openness about the 
identity and positionality of the researcher, as well as any conscious, or unconscious, biases 
or preconceptions which may have been brought to the project.  This was an evaluative 
process including judgment and analysis and inherently subjective. A different researcher 
may interpret the data differently, in this case an attempt has been made to articulate a 
reflexive approach (Equality Challenge Unit, 2017c; Greenbank, 2003.)  Strategies to 
mitigate risks for the study include careful design of the study and the use of a reflective 
diary and peer mentors to assist the researcher in critically assessing the subjectivity of 
findings. Early gathering of data meant that there was time to reflect and this was valuable 
for the process of data analysis because the researcher was able to step away and then 
return to observations and interviews and re-read notes after a period of reflection 
hindsight and distance.  
On the question of bias of the researcher, rather than seeing a feminist philosophy as a 
problem to be overcome, it can be seen as a resource (A. Thurlow et al., 2006) Reflexivity is 
“disciplined self-reflection on how our identities influence our work and how the  act of 
researching shapes us in turn” (Crawford & Kimmel, 1999). With regard to the biases which 
may come with being a situated researcher and also a member of senior management a 
feminist approach makes sense because “A feminist research ethic prompts you to become 
more aware of the power relations in research (between the researched and the researcher) 
that may obscure the connections between concept and data or make the fit between them 
too good.”(Ackerly, 2010, p. 205). 
In this study, during and after each interview the researcher made her own initial notes to 
capture general impressions and key points to think about. This was useful in beginning the 
process of making sense and allowed initial areas of investigation to emerge. After 
transcribing each interview the researcher made additional notes of the issues which caused 
emotional reactions in her own feelings. It is important that an insider researcher- 
(particularly a feminist one) periodically step back from the data collection and reflect on 
her own role as researcher. Keeping notes on thoughts, feelings and responses as part of a 
continuing professional development journal provided an opportunity to reflect and review 
on a regular basis.  She was able to discuss thoughts with other experienced researchers and 
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identity where personal feelings or her own experience might be shaping data 
interpretation. With careful attention to confidentiality of data, the researcher used a peer 
group of disinterested colleagues as a sounding board and safe space to discuss the 
emotions being raised by the research process. It is this stepping away and coming back 
which gives the needed distance to maintain some impartiality towards the data. 
A step-by-step process of analysis was followed to formulate the overarching themes from 
the initial participant data. A first round of open coding was done to look for distinct 
concepts and categories in the data. Then a second was done using codes which had been 
prepared in advance after reading other relevant research. In each case the process for 
analysis was iterated a couple of times, but followed broadly the same set of steps of careful 
reading and re-reading of the data to identify common phrases or sentiments, outlying data 
and what was missing that one might have expected to see.   While there were instances in 
which many of the respondents agreed or gave similar answers, the volume of content 
analysis was not the purpose of the data analysis, and so a single comment is as important 
as any which appeared several times. Answers to specific questions did not remain distinct, 
ranging across several subsequent answers. Where this has been helpful in presenting the 
data and telling the story of individuals this data were combined across questions. Once the 
codes were established the meaning was interpreted. Using a theoretical framework which 
draws upon the researchers own experience and understanding of how the world works. 
Broad code categories were used in the first open coding (personal choices, power, context, 
values, leadership, risk, motivation, personal stories, organisational/structural/systems, 
external, day to day).  The code ‘Day to day’ was used to for data which the researcher 
recognised as the day to day business of the job the interviewee does which is unrelated to 
the concepts being researched. This is an advantage which insider researchers have in 
having a shared understanding of ‘what the job is’.   An additional code was created to 
capture ‘resistance’. To the ear of a feminist researcher working in equality and diversity  
this kind of language is easily identifiable because it has been seen and characterised so 
many times (Wiggins-Romesburg & Githens, 2018) . It is not impossible however that this 
can lead to misinterpretation of meanings and experience quotes are included to represent 






4 Findings and discussion 
 
This finding section reports on the original data gathered from digital leader participants 
exploring their personal experiences and perceptions of EDI leadership in their workplace.  
The data in this study indicates that digital leaders do identify their own and organisational 
values as drivers for action around equality and diversity at work. That these are negotiated 
and balanced in context and that that context includes policies, practice, leadership and risk.  
References to relevant literature are included here in the findings section where these serve 
to explain or shed light on how the data have been interpreted.  Quotations from the raw 
data have been included to demonstrate how interpretations of the data have been 
achieved and to illustrate findings. This is not unusual approach for qualitative studies such 
as this as reflections of the participants in their own voice brings a lived experience and 
credibility to the findings by ensuring that data interpretation remains close to the words 
said. 
 
4.1 Digital leaders’ experiences and perceptions  
 
The data show that digital leaders who are men and women were equally interested in 
equality and diversity issues.  All the participants offer pro-diversity beliefs at some level 
and although their attitudes vary, most show positive attention to dissimilarities in the 
workplace. The experience of being researched was not a neutral one for the participants. 
Several participants commented that the questions were making them think, and their 
answers often referred back to or added additional information to previous answers, so that 
the data accumulate through the process of each question. Some were confidently assured 
giving short, succinct answers, most gave longer answers which ranged across themes. 
These longer responses showed evidence of reflection and engagement in critical sense 
making during the interview as respondents were drawing together their own answers and 
concepts as they went along. The insights provided by their responses serve to give insight 
into their motivations and lived experiences. Lewis suggests that “leaders need a personal 
story to relate to in order to be an effective diversity leader”(Lewis & Surry, 2013) and the 
data in this study include many personal stories. 
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While they would be regarded as experts in their own field of IT and in management by their 
colleagues and they volunteered for a research interview on account of their commitment 
to equality and diversity, these interviews contain evidence that while they have a good 
understanding of some aspects of equality and diversity initiatives in the workplace when 
discussing real examples and lived experiences, their knowledge and their practices were 
not based in any studies or underlying theoretical frameworks. The exception in this is the 
one participant who is an HR professional who was clearly drawing upon subject matter 
expertise. The data are presented below against the following themes: motivations to 
champion issues, identity, openness to diversity, diversity culture, the importance of 
leadership, perceptions of business drivers, risks and protest movements. 
 
4.2 Motivations to champion issues  
 
In order to better understand the experience of managers implementing diversity initiatives 
in the workplace respondents were initially asked what, if any, particular issues they had 
chosen to champion and what had motivated them to choose these particular issues. This 
question aimed to understand the motivations which senior managers might have for 
choosing to champion an issue over and above their specific organisational responsibilities, 
the word ‘issue’ was included deliberately in order to connect the findings to earlier studies 
of ‘issue selling’(Dutton et al., 2002).  The data show that similarly to findings in earlier 
research, the decisions these managers make in deciding to champion issues are influenced 
by qualities of organisational culture, leadership demographics and alignment with 
organisational values. In addition they consider the ‘appropriateness’ of the issue in relation 
to their professional roles and make judgements about balancing other workloads and their 
own particular skills and knowledge sets.  
 
All but four respondents gave clear indications that they can and do champion issues in their 
workplace or that they have in the past. Responses relating directly to equality and diversity 
included their experiences in championing ‘accessibility’, ‘women in IT’, ‘lifelong learning’, 
‘access to education’ and another who described a strong personal motivation to ‘champion 
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the underdog’. The data include consideration of power structures, the differences between 
being seen to do something and actually doing something, and aspects of the organisational 
culture likely to lead to success. In their decisions relating to leadership as change agents, 
their own skills, agency, knowledge and influence as managers as well as IT professionals 
comes into play as does pragmatism around the time and effort ‘bandwidth’ it takes. One 
respondent was very clear about the need for pragmatism around knowledge domains and 
the likelihood of success. One respondent was clear that his choices to champion issues 
would be influenced by several considerations, including alignment of his own views with 
organisational values. 
 “I suppose I would choose based on a couple of things, one I suppose would be the 
university values so, the values of the organisation and whether the issues I was 
choosing to champion or represent helped us to deliver on our values. The other thing 
which might influence me is my own values and perspective on life, and again 
thinking about, whether me championing that was one appropriate at work, I think 
some things might not be, whether that was appropriate or not. And whether what I 
was championing would be of benefit to the university and my colleagues”. (JOHN) 
 
Managers in professional services work alongside academic peers in universities and may 
reflect on the seeming differences of the ‘business’ in which they are engaged. The data 
indicate that these managers as well as identifying as working in the IT sector also identify 
as a business driver the fact that the university they work in is involved in the business of 
‘widening participation’. Universities undertake widening participation activities and are set 
external benchmarks to address inequalities in the take-up of higher education 
opportunities amongst different social groups (Donnelly & Evans, 2019; Harman, 2017; M. 
Shah & McKay, 2018). The purpose behind strategic efforts within the sector and in 
government is to ensure that student bodies at universities reflect the diversity represented 
in wider society.  
“If you look at whatever you define as the business of a university I would think that 
for many, many people it sits within a framework of education and enlightenment 
and equality for people in the very general sense. Broadly you would look at that and 
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know that a lot of people work for a university because they have more than an 
economic or financial driver when they chose a place of work. Those all tie in with 
equality diversity and inclusion, that business of education people and society, and 
having a more educated society. I can’t think of a business which is more likely to 
want that kind of cultural context.” (MHARI) 
 
Widening participation as a business driver was mentioned by three of these managers. 
Olsen and Martins suggest that organisations may  be comfortable to have both terminal 
and instrumental values driving their efforts towards diversity (Olsen & Martins, 2012).  
They suggest that the instrumental values of diversity being important in its own right as 
one of the social factors, which shape the culture of the organisation. In this data we find 
another value, that of working towards a larger societal agenda, beyond the organisation, 
contributing and being seen to model diversity meeting the missions of working for an 
organisation which has an explicit social good remit in relation to wider society. If 
universities exist for the greater good of society and so it behoves the organisation to see 
that as part of its core mission beyond the HR policies and practices which may be needed 
to meet local organisational goals. More than one manager made very clear that they saw a 
connection between the business that the university is in, that of education and knowledge 
creation as being intrinsically linked to the contribution the university makes to wider 
society and that that is not only an attractive place to work but also one which should be 
striving for an inclusive workforce.  
 
The responses were analysed to find evidence of motivation. There was one mention of 
extrinsic reward or sanction in relation to compliance and legislation around disability in the 
workplace, but for the most part the responses were all framed in a language around 
intrinsic motivation and their own role in empowering others, making the workplace better 
and improving the situation of colleagues by supporting and improving knowledge and skills 
amongst the staff in their departments. 
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“I do want people to be empowered and autonomous, and I want there to be equality 
and fairness and in that sense I want to, because that’s just the way you build a 
successful business and team; you empower people” (MHARI) 
 
All indicated that their choice of issues to champion were based on their own experiences. 
These experiences include running a business, parenthood, young parenthood, mentoring, 
bullying, being a woman, disadvantage, disability and a strong belief in social justice, 
education and that one can make the world a better place. Two women described how their 
championing was partly a result of their own journey to leadership level: 
“How do I choose those? I suppose it’s em, looking at my experience [ as a woman] in 
IT over 30 years and identifying things that think are potential gaps, or are 
opportunities that I could help progress” (AMY) 
 
The data suggest that senior managers are highly motivated by the care they have for the 
organisation and the role they have with in it. Because these managers are working in area 
of the IT industry which is at the intersection of the worlds of business and education it is 
interesting to see how different individuals describe their motivations against these two 
overlapping missions to be a successful business and to be an institution of higher education 
which contributes to a social mission in wider society. 
“We run the risk that we are not a successful business and we would have to let 
people go. I take that responsibility so seriously, because that’s just the way you build 
a successful business and team; you empower people and that’s a total driving force 
in what I want to do because that’s going to make us more successful.” (MHARI) 
 
“I suppose fundamentally for me, taking it back to its basics, it’s an honour to be 
involved in an education process, for me we can make a small contribution to helping 
a lot of people improve their skills, knowledge, and obviously go on to help society in 
a wider sense too. “(BRIAN) 
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The data reflect managers’ own commitment to continuous improvement, organisational 
development, empowerment and improving the lives of the people in their organisation. In 
response to being asked how they choose issues to champion, several described how their 
motivation to champion issues is driven by their own feeling that the organisation is not 
realising its full potential and acknowledgement that they have the power to bring change. 
“I thought it was right for the organisation, in terms of being successful 
organisationally, we need to achieve the goals that we need to achieve. [……]your 
personal comes into everything, who you are as a leader effects everything your 
institution will do, so the driver for it was mostly because I thought it would achieve 
the organisational aims I was trying to achieve, but actually partly me because how it 
behaved wasn’t the way I wanted the organisation to behave.” (MARK)   
 
One respondent made direct reference to social justice (Dahanayake et al., 2018) as a 
reason to champion equality and diversity and reflected on the fact that as a senior manager 
with many years of experience he has the power and inclination to get involved where as 
before he might not.   
“as I’ve gone further on in my career, there’s a bit of a justice element into there too. 
I can see things which from my perspective I don’t see are right, and I would like to 
think now being a more experienced manager … I can see that in the organisation 
that perhaps things aren’t being done as well as they possibly might do, then that is a 
motivation to get involved” (BRIAN) 
 
These quotes above all show a real commitment from managers to improving the 
organisation to be better and link this to their position as experienced senior managers. This 
offers an important insight into how diversity leadership can be aligned with leadership 





A clear finding is that this group of digital leaders is more diverse than sector stereotypes 
might suggest. Contextual sector data is available to describe the numbers of men and 
women working in university senior management, but their membership of other identity 
groups may serve to influence to some extent their attitudes and experience of making 
changes in their own workplaces. In addition to the multiple identities they hold personally, 
digital leaders in universities navigate a difficult identity space within their organisation. The 
validation of their roles and identities in relation to academic staff shapes their experience. 
Bossu et al (2018) suggest that more research is needed into the professional identities of 
higher education staff “both at the level of everyday operations and within the bigger 
questions of value and purpose. The interaction of all these issues, and the attendant unease 
and opportunities they manifest, is far from resolved within institutions, or within the 
literature.”(Bossu et al., 2018b, p. 458) 
 
In this study the participants are a mixed group of men and women, and the aim was to 
prompt reflection on issues of equality and diversity beyond gender.  Participants were 
encouraged to identify themselves in relation to more than one identity group.   The 
demographic data of the participants is presented above in Figure 1.  This graphic which 
shows how the participants describe themselves.  This attempt to describe the population 
sample may be of use to other researchers who may have a better chance of replicating 
similar findings and make transparent the extent to which they could be considered 
generalizable. The participants chose to identify a combination of identity and functional 
groupings which is interesting because differences by class, age, ethnicity, parental status 
etc all reproduce asymmetrical power amongst men and women as well as between men 
and women. The demographic and identity data gathered from the participants in this study 
show that they self-identify strongly as ‘professional’ and with a diverse range of experience 
in class, parenthood, and sexuality.  There is reference in the data to power differentials and 
the demographics of gender, age and class in their organisations. The interviewees own 
personal identities clearly shape their own attitudes to diversity as does their identity as 
leaders and managers. Participants are aware both of the power and privilege that their 
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membership of identity groups brings and that which they have through their functional 
group and seniority in the organisation.  The person who used the most language of 
resistance was a white middle aged, middle class man. The people who laughed most during 
the interviews were women which confirms the findings that women often use laughter 
when discussion uncomfortable issues in the workplace (Allen, Reid, & Riemenschneider, 
2004) 
 
After having been invited to identify themselves as member of identity groups, participants 
were asked specifically to reflect on the extent to which they felt their own identity 
influences their experience of implementing equality and diversity initiatives.  They all 
agreed that that their own identity was a strong influence on their approach to equality and 
diversity issues in the workplace. The responses to this question reflect a high level of self 
awareness and attention to difference, and more reference to the people around them, the 
demographics of the leadership teams who share their group identity.  Dutton et al (2002) 
highlight demographic patterns and qualities of top management as both “red light and 
green light” contextual clues the contextual cues which they felt shaped their decisions to 
champion gender equality issues in their workplace and in this study most respondents 
mentioned demographics specifically. In this sample two men mentioned the 
disproportionate number of white men at the top of their organisation, and three women 
mentioned the number of visible women in senior roles and one mentioned the very 
whiteness of Scotland. 
 
“it does strike me, its just the ethnic make up of Scotland. For some one who comes 
from [not here] you come to Scotland and its pretty white. You know. I’m very struck 
by that, and I’m thinking, you know, the rest of the world isn’t”. (MHARI) 
As well as race and gender, references to class also features strongly in the responses, with 
respondents voicing some frustration that many years of expanding access to educational 
opportunities has not resulted in a more diverse demographic at senior leadership level 
within universities. From this sample of participants, it might be interpreted that the 
number of digital leaders identifying as working class might be higher than across academic 
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management in general, and although more work is needed to gather this data rigorously, it 
serves to highlight an area of intersectional experience which has shaped their attitudes. 
“coming from a working class back ground gives you a very different perspective 
particularly working in an old Russell group university, it is still interesting that given 
how opportunities certainly were available through the 80s and 90s, and how people 
have viewed higher education as a way of advancing opportunities, that within this 
university, certainly senior management within the university don’t necessarily reflect 
that diversity” (MARK).   
 
In line with research around the importance of role models (CIPD, 2019b; Konrad et al., 
2016; Stannard, 2013) the visibility of women and BAME staff at the top of the organisations 
was mentioned by several female respondents as a positive context in which to champion 
equality and diversity further.  
“if there was someone else who I could see, who was senior, who had succeeded, 
coming from the same background, how many women do you see in senior positions? 
(FIONA) 
 
The data also reflect the current situation throughout their organisation, describing the 
workforce as white, particularly in leadership positions. 
“we have a reasonable diversity, but if you come further up, senior management 
team meetings, we are very white in our executive group, and if you look at the 
university senior leadership team you get the same. So there’s diversity in where 
people come from, but as you go further up the hierarchy we get whiter” (ROBYN) 
 
Responses were analysed to find examples of where their recognition of their own identity 
and membership of identity groups have shaped their understanding of power dynamics. 
Responses include the language of self-identifying intersectionality, recognising their own 
membership of several identity groups and the privilege which comes with membership of 
some groups rather than others and how factors combine to reinforce inequality. There are 
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several references to access to educational opportunities which are more difficult for 
groups, particularly those for whom several factors may combine. 
“I can tick a lot of those boxes and that’s definitely a strong driver for me. And I just 
know, from the jobs I’ve done, the difference between access to education and how 
you approach it can just change your life choices enormously.” (MHARI) 
 
More than half of the respondents chose to mention class as a factor in shaping their 
identity and the stories of how they have come to be in the place that they are now. Five 
identified as coming from a working class background. 
“Coming from what I would consider is a working class background, I do think that 
can make a huge difference if you have influences at the right time or opportunities 
or experiences it can completely change or shape your life.” (FLORA) 
 
Those who mentioned being middle class were aware of the privilege that this brings and 
the importance of gaining understanding of the perspectives of others not like themselves. 
“I am probably a white, middle aged, middle class, formerly [religion] man. I was 
brought up, so probably from the identity where everything is on a plate. I’m not 
quite totally middle class though, so that influences me in a way I think it makes me 
more, I need to be conscious that I am not just acting on my biases and stereotypes 
and actually not viewing things from other people’s perspective so not just thinking 
everyone has the same perspective as me”. (JOHN) 
 
This data suggests not only that senior leaders are aware of their own privileged position 
but also that there are individuals working in university IT departments who carry with them 
a personal commitment to widening participation in higher education even though their 
roles are not related formally to that function which usually sits with the admissions teams 
of academic departments. If organisations are able to tap into the lived experiences of their 
senior leadership they may be able to benefit from these leaders as diversity champions and 
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discover that their reasons for championing issues in higher education stem from their own 
backgrounds. 
 
4.4 Openness to diversity  
Participants were clear that their own experiences shape their attitudes and openness to 
diversity. In line with Lauring and Villesèche (2017) ‘Openness to diversity’ group members’ 
positive attention to dissimilarities, their answers reflected an understanding of everyone 
being different and that it is important to understand those differences.    Several 
participants reflected on experiences from the past of discrimination, which had shaped 
their experiences in negative ways, as inspiration and motivation to use their own power to 
make changes. Others reflected on their own experiences of smooth progress and liberal 
upbringing. 
“I’ve always just been expected to be myself. I’ve realised over the years that I’ve 
been very lucky in that. Other people have lots of pressures of being this or being that 
and that they shouldn’t be that. So from my identity I just expect people to be who 
they are. So if they are ethnic that’s just who they are, if they are gay that’s just who 
they are. If they are disabled, it doesn’t make them any less of an individual. That 
helps me to treat people in the same way. Treat people as you want to be treated”. 
(ROBYN) 
 
There may be however, an implied assumption that diversity and difference is neutral in the 
workplace. That people are people and although they are different, they are all just workers 
and should be treated the same. This is a privileged way of thinking which may negate the 
importance of programmes which treat people differently in order to address structural or 
historical inequalities to create an inclusive workplace and may obscure how some 
initiatives are perceived by minority groups (Romani et al., 2019). 
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Direct experience of disadvantage was mentioned by several respondents, both as an 
advantage in being able to relate to others experiences and as a challenge in gaining 
understanding of things of which you have no experience.   
“So, my identity of thinking that I sometimes I can see where it was easier for others 
because they knew more or they had more advantages, that then influences me in 
being articulate and vocal about why equality and diversity initiatives are 
important.” (MHARI) 
 
These two quotes from Mhari and Brian immediately above and below highlight first 
someone who is drawing upon their own experience of disadvantage and another who is 
concerned to find out more about others. Linnehan and Konrad (1999) recommend a focus 
on community action, where organisations are interested in supporting and valuing diversity 
that the organisation should engage directly with groups outwith the organisation to show 
commitment to improving the lot of historically disadvantaged groups. They note that this 
activity may have the added benefit of enhancing the organisations reputation and 
attracting members of that group towards the organisation, thus helping to reduce 
intergroup inequality within. They suggest that successful initiatives will be those which 
identify shared interest amongst powerful stakeholders and disadvantaged communities or 
stigmatised groups.  Brian gave an example of engaging with and listening to local ethnic 
communities underrepresented in the organisation currently to inform discussion about 
diversity in his workplace. 
 
“however open minded you want to be, unless you have some direct experience or 
context, its pretty difficult to get a real sense of what those issues are, you have to 
have more direct experience with people and hear people to really understand what 
these things are about.” (BRIAN)   
The data in this study is strikingly similar to the findings of  Kelan and Wratil (2018) in their 
research with CEOs in that the participants: 
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 “talk passionately about their support for gender equality from a personal 
perspective…..[ and] cite their personal experience as a main motivating factor such 
as having a daughter. Other CEOs talked about their own experience of being 
different from the norm, based on geographical difference for instance, and how this 
motivates them to make their organisation more inclusive. Yet others spoke of an 
epiphany moment when they read a book and suddenly realised that women’s 
equality is central for human development.”(Kelan & Wratil, 2018, p. 16). 
The data  include examples of where an individual’s own experiences has led to an 
understanding that it is important to treat people differently when they need extra support 
to be included in the workplace. The digital leaders in this sample group are strongly 
influenced by their experience as working parents, and their motivations to engage with 
diversity leadership was strongly influenced by those experiences of childcare, flexible 
working and support structures (or lack thereof).  
“the other thing which personally affects that is around being a parent and carer, so 
having gone through some personal experiences of some caring responsibilities and 
obviously just having kids and having the workplace recognise how that plays out has 
been important to me, so I guess what that does in terms of my role as a manager 
then is, as a leader in the organisation is then just promoting the understanding of 
what and why it is important and what we should do to support people. And that 
doing the same thing by everyone isn’t equal” (MARK) 
 
Several respondents who are parents or have younger family members made reference to 
the younger generation having different, more progressive views on equality and diversity 
issues and several reflected on the extent to which society, and times have changed since 
they began their own working lives. Social media and the current high profile (in 2019) 
political issues around transgender and discussions of LGBT+ issues in schools.    With regard 
to parenthood and changing family attitudes Borrell-Porta, Costa-Font, and Philipp (2019)  
have studied the  effect on men of parenting daughters examining  whether this experience 
changes fathers’ attitudes towards gender norms traditional roles at home and in the 
workplace.  In response to this question each of the men and women who are parents of 
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daughters made clear connections between understanding and learning about their 
attitudes and thinking being informed by that.  
“That’s one thing.  I think in terms of being a parent, and a parent of a daughter, I 
think I am aware of ensuring equality of opportunity and really maybe more 
conscious of barriers that get put in front of women as a result, or perspectives or 
stereotypes or expectations which are out of date at least. I think I probably see and 
hear more things that I would have otherwise, so I am bit more aware.” (JOHN) 
 
Additionally, the experience of parents of daughters is highlighted as an important part of 
what shapes managers attitudes and offers a potential of area for further work in engaging 
working class men and fathers in IT workplaces as part of EDI. This finding may be of interest 
to HR professionals who aim to engage male leaders in EDI issues, it may be worth targeting 
those who are parents of daughters.    This study found that managers who are parents 
(male and female) have found that that experience balancing work with of parenthood has 
been a significant factor in shaping their attitudes towards equality and diversity issues 
(Bygren & Duvander, 2006; Koslowski, 2011).   
 
4.5 Diversity culture and the importance of leadership   
 
Equality and diversity initiatives in the workplace are socially situated and the organisation 
provides the specific environmental context. All respondents were able to identify aspects 
of diversity culture in their organisations, ranging from policies and reporting in place to 
visible leadership from those at a senior level.  
“There’s a lot of things done visibly, like the hoardings around the building work 
that’s going on, there’s been a positive decision to show female role models, for 




An organisation’s diversity approach will be defined and stated in diversity and value 
statements and underpinned by a set of HR policies and practices, codes of conduct. HR 
strategies include processes such as diversity audits, workforce planning and positioning 
diversity as a top-level management or leadership function (Mathews, 1998) so a quick 
analysis of this data set was done to see the range of processes and policies the respondents 
mentioned and although most of the interviewees were able to provide several examples 
and gave a generally good report of their organisations efforts. This, again, echoes findings 
by Kelan and Wratil that leaders are often able to call upon the kind of concepts and phrases 
which are the basis of many leadership development courses (Kelan & Wratil, 2018) . The 
reality however, does not seem so comprehensive. The responses are clear that in large, 
complex, organisations such as universities there is no consistency. The diversity culture in 
their own organisations was described by the respondents as being ‘schizophrenic’, 
‘emergent’, ‘not embedded’, ‘lip service’, ‘improving’, ‘more than tick box, but certainly not 
inherent’, and ‘different for staff and students’. Although it was clear that participants 
understood the importance of senior management leadership in this area (de Vries, 2015) 
the lack of consistency which results from top-down approaches (CIPD, 2019b) is highlighted 
in this response: 
 
 “the most senior leadership of the organisation is very passionate and outspoken 
about it, but I think it has to be embedded down more through the organisation, and 
it needed to be informed and educated and built in more to other aspects of the 
organisational activities. There are a lot of processes and procedures in place, but I 
don’t think it is fully embedded in the day to day thinking.” (FLORA). 
 
The fact that this is a cause of frustration and stress is highlighted in this response which 
reflects raised expectations and buy-in and then disappointment when that promise is not 
delivered by an organisation which purports, at least at some level to have a social mission. 
“I get very irritated about it and I admit part of that, possibly a big part of that is 
because I have had that experience, so I can see some of the challenges involved, but 
its also partly because the university claims to be a supportive and open 
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organisation, and it me it is a classic example of where they are saying something but 
they are not actually going forward and backing it up by tackling some of it” (BRIAN) 
 
The risk to the organisation in having managers who become disillusioned with processes of 
change is that support of managers is critical in determining the effectiveness of diversity 
programmes. The challenge for managers is to accurately make sense of the organisational 
culture around them and if they find  organisational cues  ambiguous they may struggle to 
decipher meanings without clear  signals from senior management. Personal reactions to 
organisational programmes may differ and the impact that may have can be seriously 
undermined when managers struggle to see a strategic direction (Huy, 2011; Saunders & 
Sin, 2014). Respondents’ answers covered many of the things one might expect to see in 
organisations with a visible commitment to equality and diversity such as staff engagement 
surveys, training, recruitment processes, network groups, unconscious bias training and the 
need to ‘tick boxes ’(Edwards, 2003). The availability and accessibility of training was 
mentioned by all respondents, which reflects widely established thinking that training is a 
well-established part of diversity management in the workplace for many years (Bezrukova, 
Spell, Perry, & Jehn, 2016). 
 
Despite earlier prompting to think about their own identify as a member of groups, the 
answers to this question made no reference to any of the kinds of intersectional issues 
which might combine to shape employees’ experiences of the workplace or any action 
which might be taken to address these.  Where initiatives for groups of staff were identified, 
the language in the responses still answers in very traditional HR discourse around single 
issue groups such as ‘women’ and ‘LGBT’. Many workplace initiatives are characterised by 
the establishment of support for members of particular identity groups.  The respondent 
who has a functional specialism in HR was most enthusiastic about the importance of in-
company networks intending to support employees with similar social identities. While this 
may make sense organisationally for HR professionals, it does not reflect the fact that some 
individuals have multiple identities and a more nuanced understanding of the role of 
networks in re-enforcing power structures may be useful (Dennissen et al., 2018). 
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Participants were asked to what extent aspects of the wider workplace culture of diversity 
motivated or facilitated them personally to get involved in equality and diversity initiatives 
in their wider workplace. Their responses were mixed. The data set included examples 
which can be interpreted as resistance against anything being ‘mandated‘ and a belief that 
involvement in EDI initiatives such as training should be entirely voluntary. There were also 
suggestions that equality and diversity culture is mainly related to compliance and that 
getting involved is a way of mitigating risk of failing to comply with legislation. As might 
have been predicted, these responses came from members of groups who have the most to 
gain from maintaining the status quo.   
 
One respondent was quite clear that the existence of workplace initiatives did not influence 
her choice to get involved in equality and diversity issues, and that she would do it anyway, 
hoping to create a change in culture merely from her own personal openness. 
“I’d hope they wouldn’t need to influence me to get involved. I’d hope that I would do 
them anyway as part of how I lead a team or an organisation (MHARI) 
Where these managers do find EDI useful is in delivering their roles as leaders and role 
models.  Respondents understood that their own support of equality and diversity sends a 
clear signal to the staff as to what is important to the organisation, and several explained 
that having workplace initiatives in place made it easier for them to deliver that part of their 
leadership roles. 
“it certainly makes it easier as a leader in the organisation (laughs) so I don’t have to 
do it all, the fact that the programmes exist, that the activities are ongoing makes it 
really easy for us to introduce it, make sure we give them the opportunities to attend, 
promote it as best we can within the organisation as well. It makes a big, big 
difference that these activities are ongoing in the organisation.” (MARK) 
 
This highlights the value of the existence of diversity management initiatives to digital 
leaders in delivering support in their leadership roles. Given the workloads and busy roles 
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digital leaders appreciate the work of organisational leadership colleagues to establish 
initiatives which they can point to and join highlight to their staff. 
“I think that they really help when you are busy and stuff is happening, to remind you 
that you do have a commitment to do them and I think that when you are trying to 
persuade other people, for whom they may not be a priority, you are able to point to 
them and say ‘no, they are a priority for us and for this organisation. Look, let me 
show you what the priority is’”. (MHARI) 
 
It is not clear from this data that the general presence of visible equality and diversity 
initiatives is enough to motivate these senior managers to get involved but that they do see 
it as part of their leadership role to direct and encourage their staff to engage with equality 
and diversity training. This may be an area which need further research by colleagues 
working in organisational development roles who understand the importance of visible 
senior management support and seek to attract senior managers to get involved. 
 
4.6 Perceptions of business drivers 
 
The situation of these digital leaders at the intersection of both the HE and digital sectors 
creates a unique environment for this study and serves to highlight a need for more 
understanding and further study of this group at a time when digital leadership is vital to 
organisational success (Oberer & Erkollar, 2018; Peladeau et al., 2017; Ravichandran, Taylor, 
& Waterhouse, 2016; The Scottish Government, 2017c). Senior management in universities 
are able to draw upon the culture and characteristics of working in the education, charity 
and public sectors with the social mission and values inherent in those. These may represent 
a strategic advantage in attracting a diverse workforce in a competitive market, but 
universities, on the whole have been slow to recognise that their IT departments are 
recruiting from a very different market than that of recruitment academic and HE 
administrative staff.  
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Having been first asked about their personal context for championing equality and diversity 
in the workplace, and the diversity culture in their organisations, the participants were then 
asked to reflect on the extent to which the business drivers in their organisation might bring 
these issues priority as something in which to spend time and effort.  In this study, these 
digital leaders are highly motivated towards helping their organisation to succeed and they 
framed their answers both in line with their understanding and experience and with the 
language of improving competitiveness and business success.   When asked about specific 
business drivers which might drive an organisational interest in equality and diversity the 
responses in this data set clearly highlight a real concern and immediate challenge in terms 
of recruitment, talent and retention(Gilbert & Ivancevich, 2001). All participants agreed that 
there were specific business drivers for them in their workplace. For these respondents the 
clearest business driver was recruitment.  
“There is great strength in being able to attract and retain a diverse workforce so 
that we can help meet that demand for increasing technology skills” (AMY)  
 
 It is very clear from the data that the managers in this study are well aware of the 
challenges they face in these areas of attraction and retention, as can be seen in this 
example: 
“Working in the tech arm of the university, then yes, equality and diversity in our 
workforce is going to be fundamental to how we actually manage to source talent for 
the future. We are in a highly competitive market in the war for talent in 
technology.” (FLORA) 
 
Dutton (1993, p. 407) suggest that managers are more likely to get involved in issue selling 
when the issue is germane and significant to their own business objectives – in this case, the 
challenges of recruiting talent and the data, such as this quote from Mark, does reflect this. 
“Within our industry within technology, the biggest problem everyone has just now is 
skills. So there is more work than there are people, and there are new, always new 
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exciting areas of activity which you need to skill people into, so even with a static 
workforce that static workforce has to be changing all the time” (MARK) 
 
The respondents in this study referred to several of the objectives around enhanced 
organisational effectiveness, such as having policies or programmes that are responsive to 
the changing demographic profile of employees, and attracting and retaining a wider pool of 
talent in the light of current underrepresentation such as the drive to recruit women as well 
as men into technology roles.  
“traditionally the flow through of technology has been very male and so you are 
immediately missing out on half your workforce if you don’t think about the diversity 
of your workforce you are only getting half of what you could be recruiting from, so 
yes I think it has a real business impact within the technology sector.” (MARK) 
 
Digital leaders were aware of the legal and reputational costs associated with lawsuits and 
grievances. In terms of business case and how that might act as a driver for equality and 
diversity, two respondents made direct reference to it being beneficial to the business to 
avoid the financial and reputational risks of failure to comply with legislation. 
“Some of it might be reputation, risk management, so not wanting to be the 
university that ends up in the newspaper around x, y or z.” (JOHN) 
 
Another highlighted the risk of being taken to court: 
“When people take organisations to court over equality and diversity things, those 
affect the workplace because you look and you say ‘could that happen to us’? It’s a 
minefield for managers, and I think it makes us as managers much more aware of the 
decisions we are taking in this particular area.” (ROBYN) 
 
Unlike other areas of the IT industry the digital leaders in this study are working in 
organisations which are characterised by the fact that they have thousands of students as 
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members of the organisation. The impact of this can be seen in the data in that it includes 
discussion of widening access, international students, student support, student experience 
(JISC, 2019) and the diverse needs of the student body.  It is clear from this data set that 
digital leaders feel a dissonance in how the university manages diversity, and that support 
for what they are trying to do is lacking. The responses show that digital leaders see 
diversity as helpful in achieving business related outcomes and many have a belief that 
diverse teams lead to better decision making, more creativity and better products and 
services. Even though the existing academic research into whether more diversity leads to 
better team working is largely inconclusive, popular management and business studies do 
conflate the advantages of diversity for business performance (Díaz-García, González-
Moreno, & Sáez-Martínez, 2013; Rock & Grant, 2016; Turban et al., 2019), the responses 
from these digital leaders reflect that diversity of demographics combining with diversity of 
experience and diversity of viewpoints leading to better products and services in their view.  
The data also show that managers believe having a diverse workforce is as a desirable 
objective in itself, unrelated to business outcomes, it is a moral imperative, and the right 
thing to do.  The data set was analysed to find references to the value of diversity within the 
organisation in offering better services for a diverse customer base, and it was clear that 
several respondents felt that the fact that the university has many international staff and 
students was a good reason to be making efforts to diversify the IT workforce as well, 
although there was no direct reference to drawing upon the pool of people as being a 
labour market immediately available to them.  
 
Several of the respondents felt strongly that in an increasingly complex technological 
environment there was a need for an enhanced ability to innovate, and that that might 
follow from the inclusion of diverse perspectives in teamwork and service design.  
“The level of complexity of what we need to look at these days is just so much higher, 
that we need more opinions, we need more views on how we find solutions for 
things. …. we need to get more diversity in to help us get different viewpoints, 
different thoughts on how things should be done, how they can be moved forward. 
And that both from the point of view of finding people with different viewpoints but 
also encouraging the people you have to think differently and bringing those 
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together to get creative solutions. We talk a lot about creativity, one way to do that 
is to get people with different opinions together.” (BRIAN)  
 
With regard to competitive advantage, respondents were clear that they were in a 
competitive market for staff and that visible commitments to diversity and inclusion may be 
advantageous in terms of attraction and resourcing.   
The importance of the external context of working in Scotland is clearly seen in their 
responses. The data include some answers which may be specific to Scotland e.g. reference 
to sectarianism and growing up on the west coast, and reference to the perceived lack of 
racial diversity in Scotland. This serves to underline the importance of national context in 
shaping and understanding culture and attitudes to equality and diversity. Having a more 
diverse workforce, particularly with reference to racial diversity is considered desirable by 
these managers and they are very aware of the challenges which they perceive to result 
from the demographic diversity of the country in which their organisations are situated. 
“I do believe that we have to be smarter in this country and this organisation about 
discrimination about race, ability, colour, nationality, religion. I don’t think we, 
personally I don’t think we put enough effort in to this”. (SALLY) 
It is clear from the data that they perceive a more racially diverse workforce to be desirable, 
but equally have no particular suggestions on how to achieve it and some resignation to that 
being hard to do in Scotland. 
“we are not particularly racially diverse but then again neither is Scotland. I expected 
that when I came here but was a shock moving from [city]. Frighteningly white.” 
(IAN) 
 
None of the participants gave specific examples of activities to improve racial diversity but 
several made reference to the racial and ethnic mix in their organisation as being different 
from other parts of the organisation, or other universities in other cities.  
4.7 Protest movements 
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Having been asked about their own personal identity backgrounds, their motivation to 
champion issues, the business drivers they see in their organisation and their own 
organisations’ diversity culture.  Participants were asked to give examples of any external 
factors e.g. social, news, politics, awards, family, media, which impact their interest in 
equality and diversity at work.  Four of the respondents made reference to politics and 
news, particularly in relation to a perceived rise of right wing politics embodied by the 
current leaders of both UK and US governments as being reasons that they were interested 
in social and political equality and diversity issues and that those are part of the discussions 
they were having at home and at work.  In relation to political and social movements, two 
male respondents mentioned the high profile media phenomenon of the ‘Me Too’  protest 
movement (A. Fazackerley, 2018) which made visible the level of sexual harassment existing 
in certain industries such as the entertainment and media as an external factor which had 
made them think about their experience at work.  
“It raised issues about gender balance in the workplace, so that was, it’s a couple of 
things, so one it causes everyone to reflect personally themselves. God forbid, but 
certainly reflecting on your own behaviours, is something one should always do, but 
also the fact that it was so well reported, so widely reported, it was so newsworthy, it 
really helped in bringing equality and diversity into every workplace. Anything which 
is reported so widely in the world helps to set the agenda in any workplace”. (MARK) 
This reflection from John shows how protest movements which begin in other sectors do 
impact the work environment and shape the context for discussions about diversity and 
inclusion in the digital sector. 
“I don’t think it has quite hit universities yet, [….], you think well, bloody hell, right, 
what is really going in in a lot of places…. I think all these things having a spotlight on 
them is positive but I do think that it makes you think, ‘am I as aware of some of 
these matters as I should be? For two purposes, one to do my job well, and two just 
in term of my values about what I think is right and wrong in the world.” (JOHN) 
This data show that the workplace initiatives which managers experience are not considered 
by them in isolation of the things they are aware of in wider society. The data collection for 
this survey was carried out about 12 months before the protest about Black Lives Matter hit 
 86 
UK universities in force in June 2020. This connection may be useful to HR professionals who 
attempt to keep their EDI programmes up to date and relevant. Large organisations are 
notoriously slow to respond and there is a risk highlighted in the first quote immediately 
above, that higher education was slow to respond the sexual harassment highlighted by the 
MeToo movement and they have been slow to respond to the Black Lives Matter movement 
too (Contributors, 2020). 
 
4.8 The risks of getting involved 
 
In order to further understand the factors which may act as contextual cues for digital 
leaders in their decisions to champion equality and diversity in the workplace participants 
were asked to what extent they feel there may be associated risks for those who do take on 
champion roles. In the interviews participants were making sense of their context and 
reflecting on how they have seen what has happened in their own experience and those 
around them.   ‘Critical sense making’ describes the ways in which  individuals make sense 
of their own local environments  while acknowledging power relations in the broader 
societal context (Mills, 2010). Part of sense-making is judging the level of risk which might 
follow specific course of action in your context (Weick, 1995). Individuals make judgements 
to appraise threats and risks as part of their own decision making. These judgments are 
based on perceived or real risks and these risks are plausible because they resonate closely 
with one’s own experience, or the known experience of others nearby. In their previous 
answers respondents had clearly identified a range of business drivers which exist in their 
organisations. They had also identified a number of cultural and organisational elements, 
which they understood as creating a climate in which equality, and diversity was supported 
by organisational policy. Participants all appeared to agree with a general perception that 
equality and diversity issues were larger than the individual, and understood the role of 
workplace culture in which dignity, respect and fair pay is valued. Given these findings it 
might be expected that they would perceive championing these issues as relatively low risk.  
All respondents but one however, were adamant there were associated risks for some 
people in getting involved with equality and diversity issues in the workplace. The response 
that there was no perceived risk, or that there should be no risk, came from the interviewee 
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who is the senior HR professional. This mis-match in expectation was analysed further and 
respondents answers were analysed to identify themes around risk. These include:  risks to 
oneself (personal risks of image, reputation, how one might be perceived by others 
personally), professional risks (how one might risk or lose effectiveness in a professional 
role), risks to the business, and risks to the wider endeavour of equality itself.  The 
prominence of the discussion of risk in the data makes it worth discussing these findings in 
detail.  
 
4.8.1 Personal risk 
 
It is clear from this study that unlike many other workplace initiatives or strategic business 
areas, equality and diversity seems to still bring with it risks which are closely linked to 
individuals and how they are perceived within the organisation. All of the respondents 
agreed that senior managers run personal risks to their image and influence when they 
champion equality and diversity issues in the workplace.  Respondents gave examples of 
what they have seen happening to other people: 
“Yes, absolutely. You see people making comments, ‘it’s just so and so harping on 
about an issue’ and that’s a lack of understanding about the issues. So yes, there’s a 
personal risk and there’s a professional risk of being a ‘trouble maker’ because you 
want to raise issues or you want to fix things.” (FIONA) 
 
Respondents were clear that this risk is associated with equality and diversity activity 
because that activity directly threatens to disrupt existing power structures. They make 
direct reference to power and disruption of privilege structures: 
 “There is naturally, looking at these issues in the workplace a challenge to perceived 
power structures, certainly challenge others perceptions, and there’s certainly a lot of 
straight white middle class privilege that people just gain, and I think that when you 
are starting to promote equality and diversity, some people can feel challenged by 
that. (MARK) 
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They are very aware of the discomfort which may be caused from some people by 
challenging existing structures and the status quo. 
“It is something people emotionally, in my experience, will feel very strongly about, 
partly because you could be challenging people to change views which they have held 
for a very long time, and they feel quite comfortable with and you are putting them 
into a place where you are asking them to think quite deeply about some very big 
issues for them and things which are very important to them.  (BRIAN) 
 
 In addition to their reflections that championing equality and diversity may be difficult 
because it directly addresses existing power structures several of the male respondents 
highlighted that they saw a risk that becoming an equality and diversity champion might 
undermine their own power as managers and digital leaders. While there may be an 
expectation that managers have power and responsibility to bring change in most areas of 
their business, equality and diversity still brings with it additional challenges to their own 
agency and impression management. 
 
“I imagine some of it is sticking one’s head above the parapet, if I was to move 
forward in this area, or tackle issues that we are not tackling or that we are not 
particularly good at and sometimes it means that being the person who is holding a 
mirror up to the organisation does not necessarily do you any favours. So there may 
be risks.” (JOHN) 
This data shows that senior managers who have ‘day jobs’ to do, know that championing 
change can make it harder for them to do those jobs and undermine their credibility. 
 “There are things that colleagues, maybe are branded or identified with that may or 
not be advantageous for them. I don’t know whether if we said you are an equality 
and diversity champion whether that would be seen positively or neutrally or 
negatively. And if I don’t know that then it’s probably not positively” (JOHN). 
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One respondent reflected that equality and diversity issues have such a specific role in 
workplace context that even the briefest visible championing may bring with it the 
consequence of becoming typecast and losing power to influence or losing time to do your 
job: 
“you very quickly become typecast as the person who does that, and for some others 
it can make people view you, as, they stop seeing you as the person who does the job 
that you do and also happens to care about something, and you start being seen as 
all you do is worry about women in the workplace, or racial diversity or whatever, or 
mental health”. (IAN) 
In terms of management influence and relationships with other senior management in the 
university equality and diversity is still seen as an ‘add on’, or an unreasonable ask, over and 
above other business and insisting on it may diminish the power to negotiate on other 
issues. The data include specific examples in which digital leaders with strong inclinations to 
champion diversity (such as lobbying for displayed collections of  portraits of white, male 
scientists in prestigious university spaces to be reviewed, removed or replaced  by 
collections displaying a more diverse set of faces)  brought them into direct opposition with 
very senior leadership or prestigious donors. 
“In a political kind of environment there are risks in terms of there are senior 
managers you are going to have to work with on other issues, and if you then 
become known to be a very strident big supporter of these kinds of things, when it 
comes to asking for more basic things which are essential to what you need to do you 
may find that more difficult. Someone will make an opinion about you.” (BRIAN) 
There is clearly a perceived risk that if powerful individuals  identify you as someone who 
wants to disrupt the status quo they may not look favourably in your request for investment 
in essential digital infrastructure.  These findings highlight an important area for more 
consideration: the possibility that championing a new area of leadership (diversity) might 
undermine or deter one’s ability to champion another (digital).  
4.8.2 Professional risks 
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The respondents’ comments on professional risks indicate that seem to be mitigated to a 
certain extent by context and culture. Three respondents made reference to the fact that 
‘times have changed’ and that risks which might have been associated with championing 
particular equality and diversity issues may no longer exist. If one is out of step with the 
organisation, however, and the mainstream views that are accepted in the culture at the 
time the risk is higher.  
“articulating a particular view, does that chime with the rest of the university or does 
that chime with the mainstream view around equality and diversity […], if you are too 
far out of step with what is maybe an accepted norm, that does present you with 
some risk.” (JOHN) 
There is a risk if you are ‘too radical’ or outside of an accepted framework: 
“Depending on the framework in which equality and diversity is being progressed in, 
so if it’s not seen as a core value of the organization and part of everyone’s 
responsibility, then I think there is a risk that in joining a particular group for support 
then there is a potential risk”. (AMY) 
 
Respondents recognised that standing up and championing EDI risked limiting their own 
social and cultural capital. One respondent identified the perceived professional risk that 
championing equality and diversity can diminish or cancel out the status of your technical 
and professional expertise and become seen as only interested in equality issues. 
“In the same way as if I raise something about the building, I don’t want to end up on the 
building committee. The risk is the perception by peers, that you are no longer seen as a top 
expert and crack developer, no you’re the women’s equality person” (IAN)This data does 
suggest that championing diversity can undermine your leadership effectiveness in other 
areas. As in the example given above there is  often an additional burden of time and effort 
which comes along with suggesting any change. Just as a senior manager who suggests that 
air conditioning could be improved is immediately put in the buildings committee; the 
leader who suggest that there is a gender imbalance in software development teams is 
immediately put on the recruitment committee and assumed to be a ‘women’s equality 
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person’ rather than top software developer. Although  respondents had previously 
highlighted how helpful diversity initiatives were in supporting them to deliver in their 
leadership roles, this consideration must be made in relation to who is prepared to be seen 
visibly championing these issues because of the resulting drain on their time. This is a 
possible area for further research into whom best delivers leadership in diversity, whether 
that should be all leaders or only HR professionals. If we hope to have digital leaders who 
are also diversity leaders, additional support for this must be put in place within their 
organisations to ensure that  they can champion at a leadership level without having to 
personally take on the operational delivery. 
 
4.8.3 Business risks 
 
One person highlighted potential risks to managers’ own work in the business when those 
people champion equality issues in the workplace in that their business can become 
paralyzed or bogged down in trying to meet every equality standard. In the context of digital 
leadership this was described by respondents in relation to the demands of disability 
accessibility legislation in relation to web sites and digital systems. This is an area where the 
technical detail is complex and many organisations implementing widespread changes to 
better, more inclusive practice, face considerable expensive technical challenges. 
“I suppose one might point to something and say the organisation got itself into a 
mess because it just completely misinterpreted equality and diversity, both from the 
point of view of being ignorant of it, or not compliant with it, to the point of being 
overly compliant with it and ceasing to function” (MHARI) 
 
One respondent  explained risks to the larger endeavour, and that addressing historical 
structural disadvantage for one group should be resisted as it risks working against a larger 
landscape of well-being and equality for all. 
“For me there needs to be a balance. So for instance if we do lots of things for, I don’t 
know, different minority groups, like lots of stuff for LGBT, what about those people 
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who don’t associate themselves with that grouping? So the organisation has to make 
sure that they are doing stuff for all people otherwise there is a risk of 
overcompensating or overly pushing one particular group.” (PETER)  
In this instance the respondent is suggesting that the organisation should not focus efforts 
on any particular identity groups for risk delivering equality unequally. This reflects some of 
the shift described in the research literature about how diversity management has shifted 
for being designed to address the issues of historically disadvantaged groups towards 
including everyone as a way to become more palatable to dominant groups (Linnehan & 
Konrad, 1999; Zanoni & Janssens, 2004).  
 
4.8.4 Facing resistance 
 
The experience of mangers in this study also includes their experience of meeting blatant 
resistance to creating an inclusive workplace. Nowadays we might like to think that all our 
colleagues would view prejudice against women and minorities as socially unacceptable, 
particularly in a workplace. Kossek et al, (2006) warn however that assuming that all our 
colleagues think like this leads to an assumption that discrimination no longer exists. This 
can lead to a climate in which workplace programmes or individuals who do work to 
advantage women and minorities are subject to a backlash because of the assumption that 
since they are no longer needed, they may now lead to unfair advantage.   This in turn 
serves to make members of the more advantaged groups less inclined to support diversity 
programmes or see them as important (Kossek et al., 2006a).  
 
Some of the data gathered in this study included reference to practice initiatives on diversity 
and inclusion as being unnecessary.  It was this data could generally be coded as resistance 
backlash highlighted by and the belief that striving for gender equality, or equity of any 
disadvantaged group was done only at the ‘detriment’ of some other group.  There is a 
growing body of research available to HR professionals and researchers  which suggests that 
bias in favour of one’s own group to the detriment of others, is a cognitive and motivational 
phenomenon which,  when challenged, is met with  a backlash (Wiggins-Romesburg & 
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Githens, 2018).  These views however were in the minority in this data set and reassurance  
was also found in the data, that these views were not universally or even widely spread 
amongst the sample and that several of the digital leaders interviewed gave examples of 
times in which they have seen it as their role to call out and challenge such views in the 
workplace seeing it as part of their leadership role to challenge views which are in stark 
contrast to their own values. 
“you hear about situations where you hear things which just fundamentally aren’t 
right, then there’s still a risk in that, but there are certain things where you see 
behaviours, or patterns or things being said where you just have to take a deep 
breath and say this is the right thing to do” (BRIAN) 
Since the sector is dominated by white men, in many cases they are dealing with the views 
of people very similar to themselves. 
“it’s been interesting hearing some of the unreconstructed views of challenged males 
as they come in and they see, I guess as you would naturally expect when you 
challenge any power balance, is people feel threatened, and it’s been really 
interesting to watch that, the fact that, cos why? Why should they feel threatened?” 
(MARK) 
Ian reflected on the extent to which these views can and should be accommodated within 
the university. 
“I suppose there are a section of society who positively dislike action of that sort and 
who would think worse of you because you’ve chosen to make a positive statement 
about any of these diversity things, but I suppose if we think about diversity, they too 
are part of life’s rich tapestry and we ought to be making sure that we have our 
quota of right wing lunatics, but I’m not really sure I can reconcile.” (IAN) 
These comments can be seen also to relate to data findings relating to individuals’ 
motivations to champion diversity issues, understand the contribution they are making to 
the larger endeavour of tackling historic structural inequality bearing in mind their attitudes 
to personal risk. It is also relevant to studies exploring the role of white, male managers as 
diversity champions. 
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4.8.5 Weighing up risks 
 
It is clear from the data that both men and women know the risks and weigh up the risks, 
and that the perceived risks feel very real. But also that digital leaders who asses the risk 
may not feel that the risk outweighs the decision to do it anyway. This may reflect the 
seniority of the individuals in this study and their power and autonomy. The female 
respondents were all very clear that they felt they would accept the risks associated with 
championing equality and diversity. This finding  coincides with research that white women 
managers are most likely to be the internal advocates of diversity programmes (Dobbin et 
al., 2011), but also highlights the bravery of their position to do so.  Male leaders who 
choose to champion equality and diversity issues in the workplace may suffer less risk 
personally because of their own position in the existing power structure (Bjørnholt, 2011; de 
Vries, 2015)s, and some are aware of their own privilege in this space. 
‘There is a risk to someone that they could suffer some backlash from that. I haven’t 
experienced it personally, even some of the un reconstructed conversations I’ve had I 
didn’t feel that there was a challenge to me, even though I was arguing against their 
point, I didn’t feel that there was a threat to me. But that’s possibly because a lot of 
the characteristics they have I have too. So I’m a white, male, straight guy arguing a 
point about diversity to another white, male, straight guy, so that might be different 
for different people. But yes, I think there are, there can be risks.” (MARK) 
There are additional risks for some groups, e.g. white men in trying to champion equality 
and diversity for other groups, the risk that they will do in a way which is considered 
inappropriate by the group they intended to help and this fear was expressed by one of the 
respondents who described how good intentions can be misinterpreted. 
“you can do things with the best of intentions to try to have an effect on things that 
you know nothing about, and get it horribly wrong, because your identity doesn’t 
allow you to understand what is going to work and how it is going to be perceived, by 
other groups and you fail to actually do anything to work that out.”(IAN) 
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This reluctance amongst white men to get involved in areas they have not experienced 
personally is significant because it may result in them leaving this work to women and 
ethnic minority colleagues, or HR professionals. 
In this data the risks of getting involved are also mitigated for some out of sheer loyalty to 
their workplace and their hopes to make it better. With regard to organisational loyalty and 
the mission of universities, three respondents made no reference to their current 
organization specifically, choosing to speak in much more general terms.   The others all 
referred to their organisation directly and to their role in contributing to its health, values 
and success. 
“Because I care, I still do care about the place I work for” (BRIAN).  
 Meyerson has offered a theory of tempered radicals who work with their organisation to 
bring about change because they care about the organization in which they work and have 
loyalty to (Meyerson, 2008). They work to make small changes which do not rock the boat, 
these efforts are less visible. Examples of this less risky ‘quiet championing’ are seen in the 
data where male mangers describe how they have worked quietly towards an EDI goal. 
 
“I’ve often felt that doing things in a quiet way and if necessary talking about it 
afterwards rather than beforehand is a useful technique, I’m not sure I’m right but 
rather than say we are going to do all these wonderful things and change this stuff. 
Quietly just doing things, and then reflecting ‘over the past year these things have 
changed, why have they changed, because we did that and you didn’t even notice’” 
(IAN). 
It is clear from the responses to this question about associated risks that in order to 
understand the experience of managers in diversity leadership in the workplace it is 
important to understand that individuals are shouldering what they perceived to be a level 
of personal and professional risk. HR professionals who may feel that for them personally 
there is no risk in championing equality and diversity issues as part of their functional 
management responsibility may be surprised to discover the level of risk perceived by other 
multi-functional managers in aligning themselves to EDI issues. Organisations which gain 
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insights into this perception of risk may be more able in the future to take proactive steps to 
promote EDI issues and tackle resistance. Organisations which hope to gain from digital 
leadership must pay particular attention to the diversity leadership issues in this area of 





5 Conclusions and recommendations 
 
5.1 Digital leaders and diversity 
 
The aim of this research is to gain an understanding of the experiences and perceptions of 
workplace equality and diversity issues amongst digital leaders in higher education. The 
participants interviewed for this study are digital leaders working in universities in Scotland 
in 2019. The study provides a snapshot of data which has been interpreted to provide an 
understanding of the experiences and attitudes towards workplace equality, diversity and 
inclusion. It is the first study of its kind as it focuses on overlapping areas of leadership 
(diversity, digital and organisational) amongst digital leaders in higher education, a group 
rarely researched. 
In exploring diversity and digital leadership, this research has served to offer  an 
understanding of the experiences of workplace equality, diversity and inclusion which is 
useful for further work with leaders and managers in the technology departments of large 
organisations. The study  has highlighted areas where a more nuanced understanding of 
managers’ own experiences may be useful for practitioners and those bringing change in 
their organisations in an attempt to respond to a changing world.  It has relevance for 
practitioners and researchers in higher education who are interested in leadership, digital 
leadership, diversity leadership, organisational development, and the role of workplace 
champions as well as those interested in understanding the context of equality and diversity 
in the tech sector in Scotland, or more generally.  
Digital leaders in HE are not a well-studied group, which makes this research study unusual 
for the sector.  While digital, diversity and leadership separately are not new concepts, the 
combination is emerging as an area of new interest. 
 “Changing populations, advances in technology, developing theoretical perspectives, 
and the need for 21st century collaborations have led to the emergence of this type of 
leadership” (Lewis, Green, & Surry, 2013, p. 2). 
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Increasingly HR and leadership practitioners now recognise diversity expertise as a 
significant area of valuable knowledge which contributes to  business advantage and has a 
direct and significant positive impact on reputation. Digital leadership similarly brings 
business advantage, improved reputation and in universities plays a key role in widening 
access to opportunities, knowledge and education.  Digital leadership is essential for 
organisations in how they manage data, communicate and educate (Cotton et al., 2016; 
Santillan & Horowitz, 2016) The work of digital leaders  who choose to champion diversity 
can be seen as having the potential to bring about organisational change in order to 
improve the lives of their staff, and to improve the policies and practices in the workplaces 
of which they are part.  As well as combining the areas of digital, diversity and leadership, 
this study has also highlighted the experiences of an under-researched group of professional 
staff. 
 In their 2018 book ‘ Professional and Support Staff in Higher Education’ the authors note 
the absence of input from any digital, HR or IT professionals and suggest that there is more 
work to be done in integrating the contribution of these groups to leadership and 
scholarship:   
“we (as contributors, colleagues, and more broadly as institutions) must take some 
deliberate steps to promote greater inclusion amongst authors contributing to 
research regarding professional and support staff, especially those who do not 
currently see themselves as part of the scholarly conversation. Professional and 
support staff within higher education are diverse, their roles multifaceted, and their 
contribution and experiences under-examined.”(Bossu et al., 2018b, p. 460) 
5.1.1 Diversity of experiences 
 
The findings of this study may be of interest to practitioners and researchers working in 
universities who are interested in understanding how colleagues in professional roles relate 
to their larger organisation when they think about leadership of equality, diversity and 
inclusion. Digital leaders in this study consistently highlighted areas of personal, professional 
and reputational risks to themselves.  In some cases these risks were sufficient to 
discourage them. They felt that championing equality, diversity and inclusion risked limiting 
their own social and cultural capital. Significantly they found that championing diversity 
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could work against their leadership of digital thus undermining their leadership 
effectiveness.  Understanding these perceived risks, and the interplay of diversity and digital 
leadership is essential for moving forwards in developing digital and diversity leadership 
within organisations.  
 
This study is useful in providing insights which examine in detail the experiences of digital 
leaders against a broad backdrop of Scottish HE and IT, but it is only a first step.  It will 
provide future researchers with a starting point from which to study equality and diversity 
activities in similar organisations.  The findings of this study contribute to the evidence 
which top executive managers may use to understand the role and considerations of digital 
leadership and may benefit from this understanding of their organisation’ operations (J. 
Brett, 2019; Della Corte et al., 2019).    
The design of this research recognises that people’s identities and social positions at work 
are shaped by multiple and interconnected factors and takes an intersectional approach to 
data collection. In the context of this study an insider researcher was well placed to 
investigate perceptions and experience and to make recommendations which influence 
ongoing practice.  Improving diversity and inclusion in the workplace relies on human 
resource (HR) strategies that are designed to support diverse staffing and fair policies and 
procedures, so understanding how those factors influence leaders’ own choices to spend 
time on these issues gives useful insight for those developing HR strategies.  
This study offers a number of insights for understanding the importance of EDI knowledge 
as a leadership capability. The data shows that the ways in which managers approach and 
apply effort to EDI issues in their workplace is heavily influenced by their own identity and 
personal experience. This is different for different individuals and may change over time as 
their own experience changes. There is a risk in any sector that assumptions are made about 
the types of people who are managers and the kinds of things which will motivate them to 
champion issues over and above their day to day functional or multi-functional roles.  
Although the participants in this study have no formal workplace designation as an equality 
and diversity lead in their organisation they are not ignorant of the organisational 
development and social reasons for engaging in diversity management, and they see it as 
part of their leadership role. At no point in the data did any of the digital leaders in this 
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study say that they felt equality and diversity was not their purview, nor that it was the 
domain of HR professionals only. This bodes well for the development of the organisations 
in which they work and for leadership in the sector in general if others in similar roles also 
see the world in this way. Digital leaders in this study were clear that they make choices 
about where to spend their time and that involvement in diversity leadership was just one 
of many areas which make calls upon their resources. Respondents highlighted that where 
they found it easier to get involved, they would. The existence of workplace EDI initiatives 
being championed by others offered them a chance to take advantage of that and they saw 
this as a help in delivering their jobs as leaders. They made a different set of considerations 
however, when deciding to become champions themselves and this is inextricably linked to 
their perceptions of the associated risks.  
5.1.2 Building on previous work 
 
Unlike the respondents in the earlier, informal, 2018 UCISA survey (Fraser-Krauss & 
Priestley, 2018), all of these participants were well aware that there were equality and 
diversity initiatives in their workplaces. Practitioners and researchers working in universities 
who are interested in understanding how colleagues in professional roles relate to their 
larger organisation may note that what was missing from the data was any reference to 
Athena SWAN as a driver which might drive an interest in equality and diversity. Athena 
SWAN is an external initiative in all UK universities which attracts funding into the institution 
and aims to attract and retain women in STEM roles and could be seen to relate directly to 
the recruitment of women into IT. It is interesting  to the researcher, that no mention was 
made of it by these digital leaders. This may reflect the fact that thus far the Athena SWAN 
reporting in institutions has made only passing reference to the demographics of 
professional staff focussing as it does, largely on academic colleagues.  In many institutions 
there are more women than men in senior roles in the professional support services, but 
that may not be the case in IT which is a STEM profession.  Just as Athena SWAN research 
highlighted the dearth of senior managers in the academic STEM disciplines (Equality 
Challenge Unit, 2014; Ovseiko et al., 2017)  this study highlights the need for more research 
into the experiences of women who work in STEM disciplines within the professional 




This study aims to highlight the opportunities afforded to the HE IT sector by having digital 
leaders as champions for equality, diversity and inclusion in organisations and explores the 
factors which may shape their own decisions to take on championing these issues as part of 
their leadership roles.  This research will be useful and important to the sector by providing 
a detailed investigation to understand how diversity leadership is perceived by managers 
and while the individual quotes may not represent data which is widely generalisable, the 
quotes themselves serve as starting points for discussion and interpretation.  The findings of 
this research have been described in such a way as to provide useful contribution to the 
sector in moving forward towards wider implementation of successful EDI. Sharing the 
findings of this research openly and having it reviewed and examined by colleague 
practitioners in the sector will provide the test of the appropriateness and usefulness of the 
research philosophy chosen.  
5.1.3 Suggestions for further research 
 
The study  provides management level insights which will inform practice and provide a 
basis for further research. It serves to highlight structural issues of power and inequality 
which exist in the work context of HE IT and the extent to which that is similar or different 
to the wider digital sector in Scotland. Although not the focus of this study, there is a 
growing discourse in the IT industry about  structural inequality and the role of diverse 
teams in designing and building digital products for diverse users (Rock & Grant, 2016) and 
the risks IT companies take when they forget or underestimate the economic power of 
women, LGTBQ+ or people of colour in the market place, to say nothing of the ethical 
issues.  Digital leaders have an important part to play in combining digital and diversity 
leadership in organisations. More research is also needed on business drivers and 
evaluation for combining digital leadership with diversity leadership.  While it might be 
assumed that if there is a strong business drive for something, it will be accepted and 
supported by the senior management who want to improve their business, but this may not 
be the case for digital leaders championing diversity. If it is assumed that leaders will view 
equality and diversity programmes in the same way as any other business issues one must 
ignore the reality of how disruptive to existing power structures these initiatives may be.  
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Previous research has highlighted the challenge that while it might be appropriate to engage 
male leaders, as those who are most likely to have the power to implement change, in 
leading such work they are often the main beneficiaries of an unequal status quo and may 
choose to lend less support to these business cases (Bjørnholt, 2011; de Vries, 2015, p. 22). 
Several of the digital leaders in this study who are  men described their very clear 
commitment to EDI activity and the role they have played in making things happen.   
The treatment of EDI as just another area of organisational development also risks ignoring 
the ongoing, very real perceived risks associated with this area of work. Digital leaders in 
this study consistently highlighted areas of personal, professional and reputational risks to 
themselves.  In some cases these risks were sufficient to discourage them, in others they 
recognised that standing up and championing diversity risked limiting their own social and 
cultural capital and that championing diversity can undermine your digital leadership.  
Understanding these perceived risks is essential for moving forwards in developing digital 
and diversity leadership within organisations.  
Colleagues and researchers who are interested in developing diversity leadership within 
organisations may find it interesting that the managers in this study are strongly influenced 
by their experience as working parents and their motivations to engage with EDI issues was 
strongly influenced by those experiences of childcare, flexible working and support 
structures (or lack thereof). The experience of parents of daughters is highlighted as an 
important part of what shapes managers’ attitudes and offers a potential of area for further 
work in engaging fathers in digital workplaces. The data found in this study can be 
interpreted to show that class and gender are a significant factor in shaping participants 
motivations to champion equality and diversity in the workplace and that their choices 
whether or not to take on that role as visible champion is mediated by their considerations 
of their own and organisational and values, demographics of their senior management 
colleagues and the time and effort they personally have to put towards the cause. It also 
shows that they have an interest in race and ethnicity in the workplace and see the 
overwhelming whiteness of their organisations as a failing. Despite having no formal 
responsibility for the delivery of strategic actions towards widening access in their 
universities several of the digital leaders in this study identified it clearly as an area of 
interest and motivation for them. This reflects their own identity and experience of coming 
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from backgrounds which they felt were historically disadvantaged in relation to higher 
education. Furthering an understanding of the backgrounds from which digital leaders come 
and their interest in widening access to education offers a new angle on further work in 
promoting diversity and inclusion in digital leadership. 
The study has met its objectives in that it has described findings which relate to the 
development of theory from the literature surveyed in the literature review. The review 
provided a theoretical context for this work against which the original data gathered from 
participants has been analysed and interpreted.  Consideration of the findings can lead to 
suggestions of the practical outcomes arising from the research. It does however, have 
limitations in terms of generalisation and replicability. As highlighted in the study carried out 
by Kossek and Zonia (1993) it is important to recognise the fact that the people being 
interviewed and the organisation, and wider society in which they work are constantly 
changing and evolving.  Attitudes around equality and diversity form over time and are 
often modified. This makes generalisations and replicability of this study very difficult.  The 
same questions asked of a different group pf people would not elicit the same replies.  The 
data which is the basis of this study is snapshot data collected at one moment in time. The 
changing context which is the direct experience of the participants may be influencing their 
ongoing thinking even in the time it has taken to complete this study. It may also be the 
case that being involved in this study is an additional factor which shaped their thinking and 
experiences, so even interviewing the same group of people again with the same questions 
might not deliver the same results.  
Literature from previously published studies  describing the experiences of EDI initiatives  in 
specific organisations also highlights the fact that generalisation from insider studies should 
be treated with caution (Huy, 2011) and the precise make-up of the diversity in any 
particular management team and their attitude or ‘openness’ to diversity thinking is 
inimitable and while that might be celebrated as bringing diversity advantage, it also serves 
to make generalisations difficult (Lauring & Villesèche, 2017).  The data in this study shows 
that a shared understanding of the culture and context was assumed between researcher 
and participants. The data includes references to the stereotypes and structural inequalities 
in the IT industry which have led to the current situation of it not being a particularly diverse 
industry.  This can be seen as assumed shared understanding between the researcher and 
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the participants as they all have experienced many years as digital leaders. There are also 
many shared assumptions about the context of working as professional staff in academic 
institutions. In the context of higher education specifically the data include reference to the 
values, business and role in society of universities as well as the specific context and culture 
which comes with being an organisation which includes not only staff but also students. This 
again, can be interpreted as assumed, shared understanding between the researcher and 
some of the participants as they all have experienced many years of working in higher 
education but cannot be generalised to other parts of the tech sector. 
5.2 Recommendations 
 
In developing an understanding of the perceptions of digital leaders in relation to diversity 
leadership in their workplace this study has found that there are personal and workplace 
factors which influence their motivations, choices and strategies to champion EDI. The data 
in this study includes a striking mismatch in understanding of the risks associated with 
championing EDI issues in the workplace. While all of the other managers were quickly able 
to identify a range of risks, personal and professional, the HR professional implied that they 
would be ‘surprised to hear’ that there were any risks for individuals in championing EDI.  
These risks were identified by male and female managers and while they were different in 
nature, they were nevertheless a serious consideration for each of these individuals. This 
highlights an area for more work in understanding the support that managers need when 
they take these risks, to shed light on why some digital leaders are reluctant to champion 
diversity.  It is clear from the responses of these digital leaders that even though they could 
identify clear business drivers for diversity,  that did not entirely mitigate the perceived risks 
inherent in tackling the structural issues in the workplace. This represents a risk for the 
sector in that we may put effort into diversity recruitment, and winning external awards for 
that activity, but do no work to create motivational rewards or the inclusive environments 
needed for happy workplaces and valuing diversity. Huy (2011) warns that: 
 ‘ limited attentional resources and time pressures in organizational life often lead 
even well‐meaning, competent executives to neglect the social‐emotional aspects in 
their strategy implementation actions, and this explains, in part, the tall challenges of 
making new strategy happen in firms.’(Huy, 2011).   
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Digital leaders have limited time and attention to give to strategic change initiatives such as 
EDI and failure to spend time supporting them in the social and emotional aspects of these 
challenges risks making change a hard task. The data show that managers identify strongly 
with their role as digital leaders and understand the leadership role in championing equality, 
diversity and inclusion in the workplace, and that they consider a wide range of personal 
and contextual factors in deciding how prominently to champion these issues. Their 
decisions are mitigated by their perception of risk. There are risks and it is these risks which 
are weighed up by managers before they make the choice to explicitly champion or ‘sell’ 
issues. It is clear that while many agree that support from leaders is needed to ensure that 
diversity initiatives are successful,  support for leaders is also essential if they themselves 
run the risk of backlash and defensive routines by colleagues. 
 
5.2.1 Supporting diversity in digital leadership 
 
In order to move forwards in supporting diversity and inclusion activities promoting 
diversity in digital leadership in higher education it is important that universities recognise 
that: 
 Digital leaders represent a distinct identity group as distinct from other professional 
service areas and academic leaders.  
 Digital leaders struggle to find clear direction from the top with regard to EDI values 
in their organisations to which they can relate. 
 Recruitment and retention to the IT department is a highly competitive area with 
structural and contextual issues shaped by industry beyond higher education. 
Practical steps can be taken to address the needs of digital leaders by: 
 Ensuring that IT staff are highlighted as a distinct group in organisational data 
reporting so that diversity  can be tracked, evaluated and researched. 
 Including in diversity leadership programmes explicit understanding of the 
overlapping sectoral contexts of higher education and the tech sector. 
 Gaining a nuanced understanding of the career trajectories and personal identity 
backgrounds of digital leaders as a group who play an increasingly important role in 
organisational success. 
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Organisational development and HR professionals can support digital leaders by: 
 Engaging directly with the structural and power inequalities manifesting in the tech 
sector. 
 Recognising that even where they may be a clear management business case 
accepted for EDI, the reality for digital leaders delivering it carries inherent personal 
and professional risk. 
 Providing support for mangers who champion EDI where they themselves run the 
risk of backlash and defensive routines by colleagues. 
The experiences of professional staff in universities is a growing area of interest to 
researchers as evidenced by several recent publications, but there are still few studies 
looking at the IT  professional groups and even fewer looking at diversity in universities’ 
digital leadership.  The value of these recommendations, and the adequacy and 
usefulness of the study will be seen by the ways in which the findings from this study can 
be directly applied and used in practice.  The usefulness of this study can be seen in 
ongoing development of practice by the researcher in her own organisation and her 
contribution to ongoing discussion of diversity within digital leadership in her sector.  
Early findings of this study were presented in the UK at Equality Challenge Unit events in 
2018 and at the national conference of practitioners in Universities HR in 2019.  In 2021 
findings and recommendations for practice arising from this study will be published on 
relevant blogs and presented at the Advance HE Equality, Diversity and Inclusion 
Conference, the Association of Learning Technologists’ annual conference and the UCISA 
leadership conference. These opportunities for knowledge dissemination and industry 
engagement offer routes to transfer and integrate critical analysis with practical, 
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7 Appendix 1 Questions  
1. In your role as a senior manager, are there particular issues you choose to 
champion?  How do you choose those? 
2. Tell me a bit about yourself. In your personal life or in the workplace do you identify 
as a member of one or more of these groups…...? 
Older 
 

























Parent of son(s) 
 

























New to this 
organisation 
 





























3. To what extent do you think that your own identity influences your experience of 




Research literature suggests that there are specific contextual and cultural elements which 
shape openness to diversity in organisations. Some examples might be:  leadership support, 
training, gender equality surveys, recruitment practices, promotion frameworks etc.  
 
4.  How would you describe the diversity culture in the organisation in which you work? 
 
 
5. Are there aspects of organisational culture and behaviour which you think support 
equality and diversity?  




6. Do you think there are associated risks for some people in getting involved with 





7. Are there specific business drivers which you think drive an interest in equality, 
diversity and inclusion? 
 
 
8. Are there any external factors e.g. social, news, politics, awards, family, media, 
which impact your interest in equality and diversity at work? 
 
